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The Bandon Dunes Resort, 
by James Spence

With the completion of Bandon Trails in 2005, 
there are now three magnificent golf courses 
at Bandon Dunes and the resort is rightly 
regarded as the best single golf destination in 
the US. Built on a 2,500 acre pristine stretch 
of coastal property in Oregon, it is certainly 
one the of remoter locations in the world of 
golf and getting there is a hack, whatever your 
point of departure is. In fact, it may be easier 
for inhabitants of America’s East Coast to play 
Turnberry in Scotland than Bandon Dunes in 
their own country. And yet, like pilgrims they 
come - over 100,000 rounds were played here 
last year.

Most fly in via Portland to the local airport of 
North Bend. By car it takes 9 hours from San 
Francisco, a trip best spread over a couple of 
days to enjoy the redwood and Douglas fir-
flanked Highway 101 as it meanders north. 
South from Portland it takes 4 hours by car.

The ethos of Bandon Dunes was established 
from the early stages of development. The 
idea that: “it’s all about the golf” suffused all 
the decisions about the construction of the golf 
courses, the related infrastructure and how it 
is run. If you hire a caddy from the 300 strong 
force, he (or she) will be with you for all your 
rounds, generating a unique camaraderie. Most 
golfers will stay on site in spacious, comfortable 
rooms either in the main two-story clubhouse 
or nearby cottage complexes. Transport is 
by way of a group of looping transits that 
circulate around the property. Overall service 
is excellent, judged not just on its efficiency 
but the unpretentious friendliness of all the 
staff. There is cheaper accommodation in the 
nearby town on Bandon with the disadvantage 
that early morning tee times will be a little more 
difficult to make. The pilgrims come for the golf 
and most play twice daily. 

The food is hearty rather than fancy with three 

restaurants to choose from on-site with more 
casual eating at The Puffin Lounge and more 
formal at the adjacent Gallery Restaurant in 
the main building. The nearby McKee’s is a 
rendering of a pub in menu and atmosphere. 
The owner deliberately chose a head-chef with 
a simple and honest approach to food and 
the favourite dish on the menu is “Grandma’s 
Meatloaf”. There a good selection of Oregonian 
micro-brews and wines on the drinks’ lists.

It is hard to imagine that that 15 years ago 
the land was an impenetrable wind-lashed, 
gorse-clad set of dunes. Before the land was 
settled by Europeans, it was the preserve of two 
Indian tribes, the Coos and the Coquille. George 
Bennett an Irish settler of 1873, in a misplaced 
fit of nostalgia for home, introduced the non-
indigenous gorse plant which, in a short period 
of time, coated the dunes and masked the 
contours of the land. A gorse fire in 1936 was 
so vehement that the nearby town of Bandon 
was completely burned down, an
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event that was reported worldwide. The gorse 
reasserted itself quickly and until golf course 
development got underway the only break in 
its dense, spiky matter was a track used by 
local 4-WD enthusiasts cutting through to the 
beach in their vehicles. Putative golf-course 
developers prospecting the site required 
sharp instruments, sturdy clothing and a good 
measure of bush craft.

After successive previous owners’ development 
plans were thwarted by local agencies, Mike 
Keiser bought 1,215 acres for US$2.4mn cash 
in 1991 and has been augmenting the site 
ever since. Keiser is a Chicagoan who made 
his millions in the greetings card business. 
He established Recycled Paper Greetings in 
1971 and since then the company has grown 
into the third largest greeting card company in 
America. 

Keiser’s prodigious wealth and his love of the 
game led him to build a 9-hole course on a 60 
acre plot of land he initially acquired to secure 
the view from his weekend property in Illinois. 
Trips to Scotland and Ireland to play golf further 
fed his interest in the game and he began to 
study classic course architecture, developing a 
special appreciation on the works of the Leeds-
born Scottish architect Alister MacKenzie 
(1870-1934) who designed Augusta National, 
Cypress Point, Royal Melbourne and Lahinch, 
amongst many other fine courses. (FIRST 

SHOT:  see "Alister MacKenzie's Cypress Point 
Club" in Neil Crafter's book selections later in 
this magazine). 

Keen to build something that would last 
secure a legacy beyond that offered by re-
cycled greetings cards, Keiser charged a close 
associate, Howard McKee, with the task of 
locating a superlative piece of land on which to 
construct a great golf course. McKee tracked 
down the Oregon site but it was a phenomenal 
act of foresight to progress with development. 
At every juncture Keiser made decisions against 
the advice of his commercial golf advisors. Many 
of these advisors were initially cautious about 
the remote location and Oregon's reputation 
for poor weather. He went ahead and built. 
They advised him to build cart-paths, otherwise 

people would not come. He kept the paths out, 
re-instituting walking golf and developing a 
caddy program that has become the largest in 
the world. They advised him to hire a "name" 
architect - Jack Nicklaus was at the top of the 
list - he hired a then unknown 27 year-old 
Scotsman, David McLay Kidd, the son of the 
Gleneagles greens keeper. Kidd has referred 
to Keiser irreverently as "BHP" which stands 
for "big hairy pair", presumably a reference to 
the developer's courage of conviction. Keiser's 
reasons for hiring Kidd are bracingly frank. 
The writer Stephen Goodwin* quotes Keiser 
as saying " I hired him for three reasons. One, 
he was Scottish, and I thought he must know 
something about links golf. Two, he was young 
and he'd listen to me. Three, I could fire him 
any time I wanted." The routing and design of 
every hole had to be agreed with the owner.

Between 1994 when he was hired and the 
course's completion in June 1998, Kidd 
struggled with the terrain, the owner and his 
legion of advisors and friends. When he wasn't 
in Oregon he was in Nepal, developing a course 
for the royal family. 

 
FIRST SHOT  Course Rating Key (0-10)

10 - One of the World’s top echelon of courses. 
Dean of everlasting golfing memories.

9 - Memorable, worth making a lengthy trip to 
play.  A sliver short of the very best but fantastic 
golf nonetheless.

8 - Excellent golf course, well designed, well 
conditioned and a good test with several 
memorable holes.

7 - Good design well executed; a course with 
good shot values and some memorable holes.

6 - Good but not great. Benchmark level for 
modern courses designed by recognised 
architects.

5 - A fair enough test but nothing special. 
Formulaic.

4 - 18 holes for sure, but not a course you 
would rush to play twice

3 - Either lacking in range of shots and features 
or ornamental. Unsympathetic treatment of 

land.

2 - Dull, forgettable.

1 - Drastically flawed design, compromised 
land or dire conditioning.

0 - Not a golf course, after all.

Bandon Dunes Course
YARDAGE: 6,732. PAR 72. ARCHITECT: David 
McLay Kidd, 1999.

FIRST SHOT RATING: 9/10

Kidd and his crew shaved the site of its 
pervasive gorse and laid out a magnificent 
7,200 yard course that sets off in front of the 
clubhouse and traces two anticlockwise loops. 
The opening couple of holes are good without 
being great. Kidd refers to this portion of the 
course as "foreplay" adding "you don’t take 
your knickers down straight away". Freed of 
the constraint of undergarments by the 4th,  
the stretch of holes that follow are sublime, as 
good as any coastal golf holes in the world.

The 5th is this writer's favourite hole on the 
course. A 428 yard par 4 that works its way 
along the coastline, from the tee you play over 
some stray gorse and whin islands that dot the 
fairway toward a narrowing throttle of land. A 
long thin green lurks between two encroaching 
mounds of rough. The right side of the green 
gives way to a bunker which is scraped out of 
a dune.  Land close to the edge and you will 
probably have to play out sideways, one of 
many features that the owner's advisors cried 
"unfair !" but Kidd's sense of adventure held 
sway.

The 6th (pictured above), also plays into the 
prevailing wind, is a straightaway 161 yard par 
3. This hole has been rendered less severe by 
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re-contouring the right side of the green to 
reduce the number of shots that bounce off the 
green's edges. The green retains its pronounced 
crown shape and is a  good test into the wind.

Further links whimsy is introduced at the 10th 
which bears away from the clubhouse and 
toward the shore. You fire away from or over 
a set of fairway bunkers and then the second 
to this 362 yard hole is either semi-blind or 
blind as you play over a knob, a natural feature 
that the architect wanted to deploy. The 12th 
was the first hole to be completed at Bandon 
Dunes and it served as a foretaste for visitors. 
A 199 yard par 3 toward the shore with a single 
gathering bunker with a riveted face on the left, 
it favours a player who can draw the ball from 
the safer, right-hand side.  

The closing quartet of holes exhibit the 
blooming confidence of the designer. The last 
par 3 on the course, the 163 yard 15th is the 
most implausible of the lot, a chasm like bunker 
to the left and below the green dominates the 
senses. At the par 4 16th you play over a 
chasm above the beach towards a rugged 
ridge. The carry is easier than it looks, not least 
because it will normally be played downwind. 
The architect relocated the green at the most 
extreme point that he could on the cliff-top 
land, a decision he made without consultation 
but that met with the owner's approval. The par 
4 17th is played back toward the clubhouse, 
directly inshore. The drive must be threaded 
between bunkers on the left and a steep drop 
to the right, though the very long hitter will be 
able to clear the bunkers on the left and take his 
chances with some rough ground behind them.  
The green is a giant, some 60 yards long and 
counter intuitively it is canted uphill although 
the approaching land is downhill. 

Kidd has attracted some criticism for the closing 
hole, a par 5 whose shape and strategy

are not clear from the tee (above picture shows 
the view from the fairway to the green). His 
rejoinder is that, in the spirit of Scottish links, 
it is a hole that returns you to the town, so that 
the aiming point should be a roof of a building 
rather than a defined point on the fairway. And 
indeed, this is the way it works. The caddies 
encourage you to take aim on the cupola like 
structure to the left of the main building and 
you take care to avoid the bunkers and hazard 
beyond them on the right. The left side also 
afford the best entry point to the green which 
is laid out at an angle.

Pacific Dunes Course
YARDAGE: 6,633 yards. PAR 71. ARCHITECT: 
Tom Doak, 2001.

FIRST SHOT RATING: 10/10

16,000 rounds were played in Bandon Dunes' 
first year of opening and it debued at No.10 in 
Golfweek's ranking of modern US golf courses, 
defined as those built since 1960 (it has since 
risen to #3 in the same magazine's rankings, 
one step behind Pacific Dunes). Mike Keiser 
then contracted Tom Doak, to build his second 
course, Pacific Dunes next door to Bandon. 
Doak has been in the running to build the first 
course but had been judged too controversial 
and outspoken by Keiser to risk with that project. 
Doak has deigned to critique other architects 
work, a rare thing in this industry in which a 
public pact of silence is normally adhered to, 
but this critical attitude springs naturally from 
his intelligence and the cumulative experience of 
years of travel and study of golf courses. Whilst 
at Cornell he landed a traveling fellowship from 
the landscape architecture department and 
used these funds, and the year's time that it 
granted, to base himself at St Andrews where 
he studied the Old Course and traveled the 
length and breadth of the UK in visiting 171 
other courses.  Before founding his design 
company, Doak supported himself through golf 
writing. He contributed to Golf Magazine and 
penned the now out of print Confidential Guide 
to Golf Courses which, despite having a print 
run of 12,000, exchanges hands on eBay for 

US$300 (First Shot: this book also features 
in Neil Crafter's list of greatest golf books of all 
time). In this volume he writes critical reviews of 
hundreds of golf courses worldwide, attaching 
a score out of 10 to each one. Despite now 
being 10 years old, the book is keenly sought 
after in America where its buyers use it as a sort 
of bible to guide them on their golfing trips.

Doak is not short of confidence and is quoted* 
as saying "If Bandon Dunes was Pebble Beach, 
then we were going to try to do something 
different. We were going to be Cypress Point."  
Irony lies behind the braggadocio of the claim, 
Pebble Beach, whilst being the first choice 
of the mass of golfers is essentially a public 
course, while Cypress Point with a tiny private 
membership of 250, is more of a connoisseurs' 
dish. It was also designed by Dr. Alister 
MacKenzie, the philosophical guide behind 
Doak's company, Renaissance Golf Design. 
MacKenzie, whose  best work was completed 
from 1926 onwards when he was in his mid 
50s had a no-nonsense approach to people and 
golf course design. In his book of 1920, Golf 
Architecture #  he laid out 13 essential features 
of golf courses, most of which have been 
disregarded by modern architects. Not least 
principle number 12, which says: "The course 
should be so arranged that the long handicap 
player, or even the absolute beginner, should be 
able to enjoy his round in spite of the fact that 
he is piling up a big score."

Mike Keiser, who also shares Doak's enthusiasm 
for MacKenzie golf courses, was minded to give 
the bumptious  Doak a freer reign in the design 
process. The land secured for the Doak course 
was more tumbling and, in his characteristic 
style which Doak's firm has branded as 
"minimalism", he scraped less earth, retained 
gorse and whin and natural bunkering and built 
a shorter and even more entertaining course 
than Bandon Dunes. Whereas Kidd's team felt in 
necessary to remove the gorse so to study the 
options with the land that lay hidden beneath it, 
Doak took the view that the pernicious shrub 
was part of the character of the of the land 
and cut his holes through the non-indigenous 
plant. Thus, in its studied ruggedness Doak's 
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course is more Irish than Kidd's more Scottish 
offering. 

Rather than starting in front of the clubhouse 
as Kidd's does, the 1st tee at Pacific Dunes is a 
small patch of ground beside a simple café and 
golf shop. The practice putting green, beneath 
the tee behind some trees takes some finding 
and I completely missed it on my first visit. 
To your right is the 18th green, the only part 
of the course that is more inland from the 1st 
fairway. Whereas Bandon Dunes circulates in 
two counter-clockwise loops like Portmarnock, 
Ballybunion or Royal Birkdale and returns to the 
clubhouse after the 9th, the layout of Pacific is 
quixotic. The first three holes, a 4-4-5 sequence,  
approach the shore at an oblique angle. 

The huge expanse of the 3rd fairway (pictured 
above with the gorse in bloom on a misty May 
morning) counterpoints the immense shore and 
sky that the golfer is approaching. The tough 463 
yard par 4 4th is then played along the extent 
of the cliff. Even downwind many balls will sail 
onto the beach below. After the grandeur of the 
3rd and 4th, the feel of the course returns more 
to the first 3 holes, where strategy matters 
more than length. The sequence to the turn is 
3-4-4-4-4, the 6th, 8th and 9th all being short to 
medium length par 4s. The 9th has two greens, 
only one of which is in play on any given day. 
Doak favoured a green location to the left and 
lower than the fairway so that the hole is played 
downhill. Kesier fancied the view of the town of 
Bandon that was possible from the hill, unable 
to agree two greens were built.

The back 9 begins with two consecutive par 3s. 
The 206 yard 10th approaches the shore and 
the 148 yard 11th runs along it. The longer 10th 
is bunker free and the small green at the 11th 

(above photo) is guarded by Doak’s signature 
scraped dune hazard that Tasmanian visitors 
will know from Barnbougle Dunes. The par 5 
12th takes you behind the cliff top 4th and in 
the opposite direction, so normally into the 
wind and thence to the 13th , visually the most 
memorable hole on the course. 

The par 4 13th (photo above) occupies a thumb 
of land that was purchased later than the rest 
of the block and then bequeathed to Doak who 
had been coveting a massive, blasted dune 
with a keen eye.  You play between to a green 
that is flanked by the Pacific Ocean on the left 
and a massive dune with enormous blow-out 
bunkering. Even at the first playing you sense, 
literally and metaphorically that you are at 
the furthest extent of the experience of this 
course. The third par 3 in five holes, the 14th, 
commences the trip home. Most of the ground 
is covered by the par 5s the 15th and the 18th. 
The long and wide 15th  is of the caliber of hole 
as the 3rd or 4th, close to the ocean, expansive. 
The home hole shares the character of the 
1st and 2nd, all being quixotic and somehow 
mysterious - a rare tag for a golf hole.

Although Pacific Dunes routing is less uniform, 
the product of Doak’s keenness to avoid 
predictability in the layout and to distinguish it 
against the first course, you will find yourself 
playing predominantly with or against the 
prevailing winds. On the Bandon Dunes Course 
there is a greater variability in the wind effects, 
which is the merit of the traditional loop 
design of British seaside courses. Doak wasn’t 
bothered by the fact that from the back-tees 
his course pegged out at 6,633 yards against 
Kidd’s whose can be extended to 7,200. It is the 
more enigmatic course and for that reason, it 
will be most visitors first choice to play of the 

three, as it is mine. (FIRST SHOT: Tom Doak 
contributes to this edition in a following artcile 
about grass a hazard.)

Bandon Trails Course
YARDAGE: 6,765 yards. PAR 71 Crenshaw, 
Coore & Russell, 2005.

FIRST SHOT RATING: 9/10

With two courses open, 80,000 rounds were 
played in 2004 and the turnover of the resort 
topped US$25mn. Thus the Bandon Dunes 
Resort was a critical and financial success 
even before the completion of the third course, 
Bandon Trails, in 2005. This course begins in 
the dunes, slips into the meadows and then 
circulates around the pine forests, offering a 
composite atmosphere of the Pacific North 
West. Designed by Ben Crenshaw, the gently 
spoken Texan with the silky putting stroke and 
his design partners Bill Coore and the locally 
recruited Tony Russell, it is many golfers' 
second favourite course after Pacific Dunes, 
though I personally place it third by a short 
head. In truth these rankings matter little as no 
golfer would have much to complain about if he 
were drawn to play on any of the three. The best 
advice I can give to any visitor is to stay long 
enough to play each course twice.

Crenshaw and Coore are credited (by Tom Doak 
amongst others) with having kicked off the 
"renaissance" in course design, a very welcome 
reaction against the dull US-bred orthodoxy 
that took hold between 1960 and 1990. Indeed 
Crenshaw-Coore would probably have been 
the owner's choice for the first course design 
had they not been responsible for the wildly 
successful Sand Hills in Nebraska. Sand Hills 
had been built for a mere US$1.2mn and 
was greeted with near ecstasy by the course-
reviewing fraternity when it was completed in 
1995.

Owner and architects fretted over whether the 
quality and impact of the inland holes would 
match the opening sequence in the dunes and 
meadows. As the Trails course occupies over 
350 acres, as much land as Bandon Dunes and 
Pacific Dunes combined, the layout also vexed 
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the principle of cart-free golf at the resort, a 
decision made late in the completion of the 
first course but for which all visiting golfers 
have much to thank. It is, mercifully, a cart-free 
course and the only concession is a manned 
shuttle cart that operates up a hill between 
the 13th and 14th - the longest green to tee 
transition.

Such is the empathy in their design approaches, 
the opening two holes in the dunes could have 
been designed by Tom Doak.  The first is a 
higgledy-piggledy short par 4, the second a 
downhill par 3 of obvious links provenance. 
The character of the course changes with the 
par 5 3rd, the first of the meadow holes, back 
dropped by pine trees. 

Crenshaw and Coore cite the Sandbelt courses 
of the Melbourne area as an influence on the look 
of their course, and the bunkering that runs up 
the 4th hole is reminiscent of the bunkering at 
Kingston Heath or Royal Melbourne in the way 
the edges have been sculpted and the natural 
brush encouraged to grow within. The 5th is a 
short par 3 with a dramatic swale in the middle. 
The waste land in front of and the pines to each 
side perfectly frame the hole. 

By the time you play the 6th and 7th you might 
find yourself beginning to admire the look of 
every one of the holes here. It is not unusual 
to see golfers interrupt their ritual, put thoughts 
of the next swing to one side, and exchange 
comments about the view from the tees. The 
prettiest sequence of holes begins with the 
10th, at the deepest point within the forest. The 
11th, in the manner it sweeps down to a green 
ringed by pines and with a lake to one side, 
reminds one of Augusta National. The 13th 
echoes the 11th and having gained the steep 
hill where the 14th tee is built, you are on the 
same land where Mike Keiser first stood when 
he decided to buy the property.

The 14th (above) is a score-breaker. Short 
at 325 yards and downhill, a over safe drive 
leaves you well below the pin with no view of 
the surface. A bolder tee-shot stays on higher 

ground to gain a view of the green's surface 
but risks the forest on the left. From either 
point the green is an elusive target, very thin, 
especially at the front and falling away on 
both sides with a dramatic drop on the right. 
Many less skilled golfers will find themselves 
shuttling from one side of the green to the other 
and this hole attracted debate like no other on 
all three courses with most judging the green 
to be too small at the front and to difficult to 
hit. Crenshaw himself had made a visit shortly 
before us and in the company of Jay Haas had 
played his course again and pronounced the 
14th a fair hole. Not all would agree.

Controversy behind you, the course moves 
to an elegant finish. Back in the pine lined 
meadows, the 15th (pictured below), with the 
MacKenzie styled bunkers on the right and the 
natural heath invading the green from the left, 
is a very elegant par 4. 

The 16th is a three shot bash up a steep hill. The 
17th marks the transition back to the seaside, 
a beautiful downhill par three played against a 
backdrop of dunes. The 18th is a deceptively 
difficult uphill par 4 that finishes in front of the 
plate glass windows of the simple yet elegant 
clubhouse.

Individually these courses are establishing 
themselves amongst the best in the country, 
collectively they add up to the best golfing 
destination in America. This remarkable story 
is not yet over. Kesier is reported to be thinking 
of building more courses on other parts of the 
Oregon shoreline. Rest assured they will  be 
"golf, as it should be played" 

*  "Dream Golf - The making of Bandon Dunes" by 
Stephen Goodwin, published by Algonquin Books

#     "Golf Architecture" by Dr. Alistair MacKenzie, 
available from http://www.classicsofgolf.com

Location: Bandon Dunes Resort, Oregon, 
USA.

Rates: Greens fees: US$185/round 
high season (replay US$95)

 Caddies: US$50 per round plus 
US$25 tip

 Accommodation: US$140-
US$260 a night pp high season

Best months 
to visit: 

May to October  (but note that 
the wind picks up from June 
onwards)

Pacific Dunes #8/#13 (in US/
World)

 Bandon Dunes #40/#69
 Bandon Trails #47/#86
 Golf Magazine, 2005

First Shot 
Rating: 

Golf 5/5; Service 5/5; 
Accommodation 4/5; Food 3/5; 
Other diversions 1/5 

More 
information: 

http://www.bandondunesgolf.
com

H A Z A R D S  I N  G O L F 
- Short grass as a Hazard,  by Tom Doak

Hazards on golf courses exist in two dimensions 
-- physically on the ground, and in the player's 
mind. Of the two, I am convinced that the latter 
has far more effect on the play of the average 
golfer. Take a simple pond immediately in front 
of a tee -- how often would we top the ball if the 
hazard were not there? And how often do we, 
because we have worried about embarrassing 
ourselves?

The real objective of golf architecture is to make 
the course difficult for the better golfer without 
making it too difficult for the hacker. (In USGA 
parlance, this would be a course with a 

high course rating but a low Slope Rating -- a 
very rare combination to find). As such, the 
ideal hazard would be one which scares the 
knowing, but of which the average golfer is not 
aware.

Imagine, for example, a hole guarded by three 
buried land mines. The first-time visitor would 
walk blindly through the course and, thanks to 
the laws of random chance, probably not trip 
one in ten tries; but the wise would have a hard 
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time taking one step for fear of their lives.

In golf architecture, tightly mowed grass is 
the nearest thing we have to a land mine. The 
average golfer sees acres of manicured grass 
and is encouraged to swing without fear. But 
the clever architect can utilize short grass in 
several ways to increase the difficulty of the 
course, and it will have the greatest effect on 
better players who recognize and fear the 
problems it will present.

How does short grass cross the line from 
player's aid to hazard? There are several 
forms: 

1. The steep slope of a green -- epitomised 
by Augusta or Oakmont, whose greens are so 
fast that to get above the hole is automatically 
raising the possibility of three putts. Good 
players are thus compelled to try and play their 
approaches "below the hole," bringing frontal 
hazards more into play.

2. The open approach, featured on many British 
links. It allows the average golfer to try for the 
green from his maximum range, but sometimes 
creates indecision for the good player on 
whether to approach in the air or on the ground, 
whether playing a full approach or chipping after 
a short approach. In extreme cases, players 
are tempted into playing an extremely difficult 
running shot which they have not practiced to 
try and get close to the hole, when they would 
be much better off taking their medicine and 
playing their straightforward shot to the back 
of the green.

3. The mowed bank of a green, as at Pinehurst 
(No. 2) or Royal Dornoch. Instead of letting 
the banks away from a green grow shaggy, so 
the wayward ball stops quickly, mowing them 
at fairway height allows gravity to take the ball 
further away from the green, leaving an awkward 
shot back. In the most extreme examples, such 
as the 6th hole at Royal Dornoch, the player 
must then somehow get the next shot sturdily 
onto the green, or the ball will return to his feet 
via the same slope.

4. Steep banks in fairways, as at National Golf 
Links or High Pointe. The appearance is of a 
wide open target, but a ball not played to the 

correct spot will be carried away by the slopes 
to a less desirable spot, perhaps even a bunker 
which did not appear to be within reach from 
the tee.

5. Gentler contours of fairways, as at Muirfield 
in Scotland, which "collect" balls toward bunkers 
and increase their sphere of influence.

6. Acreages of fairway which tempt players 
to cut over other hazards, such as on the 5th 
hole at Royal Portrush. Frequently the carry is 
more difficult than it looks, or the reward for 
hitting the shot purely emotional in nature, as 
the second shot is not made particularly easier 
even if the drive is pulled off.

7. Banks on the approaches to greens, which 
allow shots from some positions to bounce 
straight onto the green, while turning shots 
from other positions towards trouble. The 
European designer Tom Simpson was a master 
of this design.

8. Even a fairway so wide and devoid of hazards 
that it lulls the player into not concentrating on 
his stroke, or fools him into not playing for a 
hidden advantage of position for the next shot. 

Of all the courses I have seen around the 
world, only a few have taken advantage of the 
possibilities of short grass - probably because it 
requires a good budget to manicure extra acres 
of fairways. But consider the list: the Old Course 
at St. Andrews, Augusta National, Pinehurst #2, 
Royal Dornoch, Muirfield, and Ballybunion at 
the front. With so many new courses lusting 
after this sort of status, you'd think a few would 
try to implement this technique 

(FIRST SHOT:  this article appears by kind 
permission of Tom Doak.)

The Mission Hills 10 - Ranked 
in their order of merit, by Alex Jenkins

While no single individual can be credited 
with golf’s Great Leap Forward on the Chinese 
mainland, David Chu, an entrepreneur who made 
his fortune by investing in China under Deng 
Xiaoping’s ‘open door’ policy, is undoubtedly 
the man responsible for making the rest of the 
golfing world sit up and take note. In the early 

80s, at about the same time Arnold Palmer was 
wading through fish ponds and rice paddies 
while trying to figure out how he was going to 
route the country’s first course at Chung Shan 
Hot Spring, Chu played his first ever round of 
golf at an exclusive club near Toronto and was 
instantly hooked. Rightly noting that golf would 
appeal to China’s emergent consumer class, 
Chu returned to the Middle Kingdom and set 
about the task of creating a fully-fledged golfing 
community outside the special economic zone 
of Shenzhen, close to the border with Hong 
Kong. It was to be called Mission Hills.

Fast forward twenty-odd years and the club 
has grown to become the world’s largest with 
ten courses all designed by some of the most 
illustrious personalities in the sport. While it’s 
difficult to gauge how much influence these 
‘designers’ actually had on the courses that bare 
their names - the unheralded American duo of 
Lee Schmidt and Brian Curley are the principal 
architects behind nine of the ten courses – it’s 
fair to say that the resort, by sheer size alone, is 
one of the most impressive in the region. 

Since surpassing Pinehurst’s eight courses in 
2004, the Mission Hills marketing machine has 
gone into overdrive and it’s almost impossible to 
miss the never-ending cycle of advertisements 
on both screen and in print proclaiming the 
club as “The World’s Number One.” In truth, 
Mission Hills is not Pinehurst. Nor is it Pebble 
Beach, St. Andrews, Royal Melbourne. Neither 
is it the superb Bandon Dunes that you can also 
read about in this issue. The Norman Course 
is the nearest the club gets to world class, a 
couple of disappointing courses and a handful 
of worthy courses that wouldn’t attract much 
attention were they to be found in Florida or 
North Carolina.  

FIRST SHOT  Course Rating Key (0-10)

10 - One of the World’s top echelon of courses. 
Dean of everlasting golfing memories.

9 - Memorable, worth making a lengthy trip to 
play.  A sliver short of the very best but fantastic 
golf nonetheless.

8 - Excellent golf course, well designed, well 
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conditioned and a good test with several 
memorable holes.

7 - Good design well executed; a course with 
good shot values and some memorable holes.

6 - Good but not great. Benchmark level for 
modern courses designed by recognised 
architects.

5 - A fair enough test but nothing special. 
Formulaic.

4 - 18 holes for sure, but not a course you 
would rush to play twice

3 - Either lacking in range of shots and features 
or ornamental. Unsympathetic treatment of 
land.

2 - Dull, forgettable.

1 -Drastically flawed design, compromised land 
or  dire conditioning.

0 - Not a golf course, after all.

Norman Course
YARDAGE: 7,228. PAR: 72. ARCHITECT: Greg 
Norman, 2004.

FIRST SHOT RATING: 7.5

Widely regarded as Asia’s most challenging 
layout, this Norman course was the last of the 
10 to be completed and is the best course at 
Mission Hills. Be warned though, it will test your 
game and your patience. The exposed front nine 
runs along a ridge top while the picturesque, 
but much tighter, back nine winds its way 
through a series of densely wooded valleys. 
Extremely thick fescue flanks the fairways 
and the 85 bunkers may be the deepest on the 
Asian continent. Turtleback greens (a touch of 
Pinehurst) add to the difficulty. The course has 

yet to be rated but the club is expecting a course 
index in excess of 75 and a slope of 150 plus. 
The sternest test is probably the monstrously 
tough par 4, twelfth – a 486-yard heartbreaker 
that plays uphill to a green perched on the edge 
of a meandering creek. It is, in the words of 
one member, “the kind of place where God and 
the Devil would square off over eighteen holes 
of match play with the destiny of the world at 
stake.” Although the visual attraction of the 
back-9 benefits from running through some 
relatively remote valleys, perhaps too many tee 
shots involve threading the ball between flanks 
of jungle (the above photo is an example). We 
also note that the conditioning of the course 
has not been consistent so far. Magnificently 
frustrating for mere mortals, this course is 
unquestionably the club’s number one. 

Faldo Course
YARDAGE: 7,083. PAR: 72. ARCHITECT: Nick 
Faldo with Schmidt & Curley, 1999.

FIRST SHOT RATING: 6.5

Formerly known as the Stadium Course, 
this water-laced layout is a favourite with the 
members and it’s easy to see why. Sited on 
gently undulating terrain somewhat away from 
the other nine courses which are grouped 
around their twin Shenzhen and Dongguan 
hubs, the Faldo Course manages to be high-
handicapper friendly thanks to its generous 
landing areas and the lack of any real rough. 
Expansive greenside bunkering separates the 
men from the boys however, and it’s a rousing 
finale in the shape of holes 15 to 18 that 
largely determines the outcome your round. 
The par 4, 15th can be reached in one blow, the 
diminutive par 3, 16th with its Pete & Alice Dye 
styled island green provides plenty of drama, 
although in truth the hole looks ornamental. 

This is because the tee shot at the infamous 
17th at the TPC Sawgrass – which the hole is 
modelled upon – plays to a green positioned 
in the middle of a large lake. Here, the slimmed 
down putting surface is surrounded by a pond. 
The seventeenth is a long two-shotter which 
plays along the banks of a lake. The hazard-
strewn par 5 18th turns back in the opposite 
direction and has the narrowest fairway on the 
course, ensuring a dangerous climax. This loop 
of holes is designed to create a stadium finish 
as no doubt it will when the Faldo Series Asia 
Grand Final visits in early 2007. For the casual 
golfer though, the 16th is a tad ornamental and 
the driving areas at the 17th and 18th are very 
small. Sand and worse on one side and water 
on the other reveals a certain meanness of spirit 
on the part of the designer. That said, the course 
is one of the best at the club. For the time being 
at least, the Faldo remains relatively free from 
real estate development which is beginning to 
crimp some of the other courses' surrounds.

Ozaki Course
YARDAGE: 7,014. PAR: 72. ARCHITECT: Jumbo 
Ozaki with Schmidt & Curley, 1998

FIRST SHOT RATING: 6

Despite succumbing to the creep of cheek-by-
jowl housing, the Ozaki is a pleasant, none too 
taxing layout that has benefited from a 2005 
remodeling which narrowed the over-wide 
fairways and deepened the greenside bunkers. 
From the blue tees it barely surpasses 6,100 
yards and ambles rather than rampages across 
some attractive terrain which features, in parts, 
significant elevation change. Water plays a 
role on the signature 6th hole - a tiny downhill 
par three – and on the closing stretch, most 
obviously on the longish dogleg left par 4 16th 
- the toughest hole on the course. A good track 
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to try if your game isn’t firing on all cylinders.

Olazabal Course 
YARDAGE: 7,356. PAR: 72. ARCHITECT: Jose

 Maria Olazabal with Schmidt & Curley, 2003. 

FIRST SHOT RATING: 6.5

To say that the Olazabal is well-bunkered would 
be something of an understatement. With its 
155 traps, including 24 on just one hole – at the 
dicey par five 15th, this is the sandiest course 
in Asia. While it would be easy to dismiss this 
as ‘Disneyland’ golf, there’s a lot more going 
for it than against it. The Norman course aside, 
the Olazabal occupies the most scenic setting 
at the club and despite being undoubtedly long, 
it’s the plotters rather than bombers that will 
fare better here. Like the other four courses at 
the club’s Dongguan site, the Olazabal features 
constant elevation change which combined 
with a subtle use of water adds unmistakable 
character. The long par 4 18th whose green 
sits on a small lobe that juts out into a lake is 
arguably the most dramatic finishing hole at the 
club.

Annika Course
YARDAGE: 6,703. PAR: 72. ARCHITECT: Annika 
Sorenstam with Schmidt & Curley, 2003. 

FIRST SHOT RATING: 4

While it would be wrong to describe this course 
as easy, the Annika offers the best chance of 
low scoring out of all the tracks at Mission Hills. 
A slew of tiny par fours and short par fives are 
punctuated by that rarest phenomenon in golf 
course architecture: back-to-back par threes, 
here at the seventh and eighth holes – the 
seventh being deemed the layout’s signature 
hole. Signature holes are a popular concept in 

China but all they really do is draw attention 
away from the other seventeen. With regard 
to the Annika however, this is probably a good 
thing as the back nine is an instantly forgettable 
run of holes. So far this is Ms Sorenstam’s only 
foray into golf course design.

Duval Course

YARDAGE: 7,000. PAR: 72. ARCHITECT: David 
Duval with Schmidt & Curley, 2003. 

FIRST SHOT RATING: 6. 

Considering the wickedly unfavourable terrain 
that the course lies upon, the former world 
number one and team have done a good job 
in sculpting a very playable track with some 
highly memorable holes. With the exception of 
the first and second – a par five and par three 
that play scarily downhill – the front nine winds 
upslope until you reach the pretty par 3 eighth 
which is tucked into the bottom of a heavily 
wooded peak. The back nine falls away from 
the rest of the course with holes ten and eleven 
providing stunning vistas of the surrounding 
property. Unfortunately, this being the factory-
clogged Shenzhen hinterland, these views are 
often shrouded by a veil of toxic haze that on 
windless days can linger for the entire duration 
of your round.     

Els Course
YARDAGE: 7,049. PAR: 72. ARCHITECT: Ernie 
Els with Schmidt & Curley, 2001.

FIRST SHOT RATING: 5

With the exception of the dramatic par 5 fourth 
and the charming short par 4 tenth – two of 
the most interesting holes at the club - the Els 
Course is a disappointment. The front nine works 
its way up and around a hillside while the flatter 

closing stretch returns to the clubhouse and is 
typified by a series of bland holes that would 
look more at home on a local municipal than on 
a so-say Championship track. Perhaps the club 
realises this too and in an effort to beautify the 
course they’ve created add some questionable 
landscaping features – the waterfall in front of 
the tee on the eighteenth immediately springs 
to mind – but, unfortunately for them, it’s to 
no avail. This is the weakest of the original five 
courses.

Vijay Course
YARDAGE: 7,006. PAR: 72. ARCHITECT: Vijay 
Singh with Schmidt & Curley, 1995

FIRST SHOT RATING: 6

The quirky Vijay is probably the most underrated 
course of the ten. Opening with a benign par five 
which lures you into a false sense of security, 
golfers are then subject to a barrage of strong 
hazard-strewn holes which call for laser like 
accuracy from the tee. Water acts as the main 
defence on this pancake flat layout – it comes 
into play on fifteen holes – while the multitude 
of vast sandy wastes that separate safety from 
disaster are more eye-catching than penal. 
Many will dismiss the 200-yard beach bunker 
on the short par 4 fourth as a gimmick, but 
with ten courses the club has more leeway 
than others when it comes to experimentation. 
The Vijay Course is no natural beauty, though 
– non-descript residential tower blocks and 
electricity pylons loom into vision on the back 
nine – but it’s a fun place to play nonetheless. 
Not surprisingly, perhaps, a high fade works 
best from most tees.

World Cup Course
YARDAGE: 7,323. PAR: 72. ARCHITECT: Jack 

8



www.thefirstshotpress.com  Issue #1 Summer 2006

Nicklaus, 1994. Redesigned by Schmidt & 
Curley, 2004. 

FIRST SHOT RATING: 7

A reader-poll of a regional golf magazine placed 
the World Cup Course as China’s best course. 
It is good, but China’s best? The last big event 
to visit the club was the Dynasty Cup - a Ryder 
Cup style competition featuring teams from the 
Asian and Japanese Tours - and so dismayed 
with the condition of the World Cup that Isao 
Aoki, Japan’s charismatic captain, threatened 
to withdraw his team - not surprisingly they 
ended up getting soundly thrashed. Remodeled 
prior to that tournament to squeeze in some 
ostentatious realty, the course retains all the 
ingredients of a solid Nicklaus design with 
characteristic large well-bunkered green 
complexes and inviting fairways.  According to 
our opinion, the more worthy contenders for 
the best course in China are the Tiger Beach 
Links in Shandong province, Spring City Resort 
in Kunming or the Norman Course at Mission 
Hills. 

Leadbetter Course
YARDAGE: 7,117. PAR: 72. ARCHITECT: David 
Leadbetter with Schmidt & Curley, 2003. 

FIRST SHOT RATING: 6

The sultan of swing reckons you need to hit 
every club in the bag when tackling his first 
ever design, and while I didn’t do so (perhaps 
I played it wrong) it does feature a good blend 
of holes with perhaps the most variation of all 
the ten courses. Like its neighbour – the first 
hole of the Norman runs parallel to the first 
on the Leadbetter – cavernous bunkers are 
the main obstacles to avoid but it’s far more 
forgiving around the greens. The monstrously 
long uphill par 4 12th  – the hardest on the 

course - is bracketed by a clever mid-length 
two shotter and an eminently reachable par 
5. Unfortunately, the greens on the Leadbetter 
have suffered more than any other course so 
it’s definitely worth checking the conditions 
with the club beforehand; temporary greens 
have been a fixture of late 

  Location: 
Mission Hills Golf Club, 
Shenzhen, Guangdong Province, 
China

  Rates: 
Weekday/Weekend:  
US$140/230

 
Caddies: US$20 per round plus 
US$13 tip

 Carts: US$23

 Accommodation: US$135-400

  Notes:
Carts and caddies are 
mandatory on all ten courses.

 Best time to play

September to January (dry 
season – course conditions 
struggle outside of these 
months)

  Commendations
World Cup - Best Course in 
China, Asian Golf Monthly, 2006

 

Norman - Most Challenging 
Course in China, Golf Digest 
(HK), 2005

 
Club-#17, World’s Top 100 
Courses, Golf World (UK), 2006

 

China’s Best Golf Resort, 
Business Traveler Magazine, 
China, 2005

  Rating

Golf 3/5; Service 4/5; 
Accommodation 3/5; Food 3/5; 
Other diversions 3/5

http://www.missionhillsgroup.
com

5&5 - Five classic golf design books from 
before 1960 versus Five modern classics post 
1985 by Neil Crafter, golf course architect and 
co-editor of ‘Golf Architecture’ magazine

Favourite books are a little like a favourite pair 
of slippers – a warm and comfortable sensation 
is gained by slipping into their familiar charms. 
As a golf course architect and a collector of 
books relating to golf courses and their design, 
I often marvel at the literature of golf, surely 
the most expansive and diverse of any sport or 

game, with the literature of the design of the 
playing fields of our great game being as broad 
as the range of golf courses across the world. 

Many books on golf courses and golf course 
architecture were published in the first three 
decades of the last century, and it is not a 
coincidence that they were concurrent with 
the advent of the revolutionary Haskell rubber 
wound ball.  However the Great Depression 
and the two World Wars sadly led to a decline 
in the construction of golf courses, and 
with it, a reduction of interest in golf design. 
Following WWII, new golf courses began to be 
constructed again but golf course design did 
not return to the art form that it was considered 
prior the outbreak of hostilities in 1939. Golf 
course books followed this trend and it was not 
until the 1980’s and 1990’s that books on the 
subject of course design began to be published 
again as interest in architecture re-emerged.

For this article I have selected five of my 
personal favourite books pre 1960  and five 
post. The majority of the former are drawn from 
the first third of the 20th Century. My modern 
classics tend to come from the last decade of 
century just past and the first years of our new 
century. All price estimate are in US dollars.

PRE 1960 CLASSICS
1. ‘Golf Architecture’ by Dr Alister MacKenzie, 
1920, 135pp, Simkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent 
& Co., London

Dr MacKenzie, the renowned British architect, 
wrote this book based on a series of lectures 
he had given over previous years to British 
greenkeepers. It is a small book but it punches 
well above its weight, for it is not the volume 
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of text here that counts, but rather the quality. 
At the time of writing, MacKenzie’s seminal 
golf design works of Royal Melbourne West, 
Cypress Point and Augusta National were still to 
come in the following decade, so this is not the 
writing of a man looking back over a successful 
career. The book distils MacKenzie’s thoughts 
on design and the most quoted chapter is his 
famed 13 Points – his ‘essential features of 
an ideal golf course’ – and still quoted by golf 
course architects today. MacKenzie often gave 
copies out to clients and prospective clients on 
his travels, and many golf clubs he consulted 
to still retain their copies. It is an elusive and 
expensive catch today – signed copies can 
achieve upwards of $3,500, while an unsigned 
copy in good condition will set you back around 
$1,200. The prize though is finding a copy with 
its rare dust jacket intact (see photograph) and 
one of these can easily add another $2,000 to 
the price tag.

2. ‘The Golf Courses of the British Isles’ by 
Bernard Darwin with illustrations by Harry 
Rountree, 1911, 253 pp, published by 
Duckworth, London

Quite simply, this is a beautiful book. Bernard 
Darwin, grandson of Charles Darwin, was a 
prolific author on his favourite subject – golf 
– and is widely regarded as the doyen of golf 
writers, and with good reason. This book 
documents a tour of many hundreds of his 
favourite courses in England, Scotland, Wales 
and Ireland, divided into 14 geographical 

chapters. Darwin’s prose provides heady word 
pictures of the golf courses he visits, but it 
is the ethereal renderings of illustrator Harry 
Rountree, a New Zealander, that help give the

book its classic status. A later 1925 edition 
expanded many of the course descriptions but 
dropped the Irish ones as Darwin had not been 
back to see them in the ensuing years and felt 
he could not include them. The 1910 edition is 
also an expensive and hard to find book, with 
the 1925 edition only slightly less so. A good 
copy of the first will range from $1,000 to 
$1,500, while the 1925 edition, renamed ‘The 
Golf Courses of Great Britain’ will cost upwards 
of $400. 

3. ‘A Round of Golf Courses – A Selection of the 
Best 18’ by Patric Dickinson, with a foreword 
by Bernard Darwin, 1951, 159pp, published by 
Evans Brothers Ltd, London 

Dickinson’s book has proven to be a most 
delightful reading experience and has climbed 
rapidly into my favourites list – and I could 
do no better than to quote Daniel Wexler’s 
excellent review of this fine book from his 2004 
book ‘The Golfer’s Library’:

“Patric Dickinson was a poet and, by reputation, 
a bit of an eccentric. But he was also a golfer 
(the positions hardly being at odds) and, having 
played at Cambridge, evidently a fairly good 
one. Most importantly for us, however, he was 
a superb writer – and the observant reader will 

note that “superb” is not a word I have thrown 
about too loosely.

The premise of this volume is simple: These 
are descriptions, essentially hole by hole, of 
18 famous British courses, with a few photos, 
scorecards, and rudimentary hole sketches or 
routing maps thrown in. What makes it sing is 
Dickinson’s remarkable skill with the English 
language, for his ability to describe familiar 
subjects in wholly new ways, and to convey 
the particular ambience of distant places, is 
genuinely impressive. As Bernard Darwin 
reverently writes in his foreword, “I feel rather 
like the man who admired Shakespeare: ‘Things 
come into his head that would never come into 
mine’.”

Truly a joy to read, ‘A Round of Golf Courses’ 
disappoints only in whetting our appetites for 
a golf-writing career that never was. For rather 
inexplicably, this was the frequently published 
Dickinson’s only book on the Royal and Ancient 
game.”

A glimpse of Dickinson’s prose (and his 
humour) is worth sampling before we leave:

“I have lingered over the arrival at Ganton, for 
there is a particular flavour to it: a welcoming and 
yet an aristocratic greeting: an air of traditional 
good manners, even, is communicated from 
the bunkers: ‘Good morning’, they seem to say, 
‘we hope to be introduced.’”

At a relative bargain price of around $25 to $75, 
and in reasonably abundant quantities, it is well 
worth the effort of tracking down a copy.

4. ‘The Architectural Side of Golf’ by H N 
Wethered and Tom Simpson, 1929, 211 pp, 
published by Longmans, Green and Co., 
London
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Herbert Newton Wethered was the father of the 
famous brother and sister champion golfers 
Joyce and Roger, while Tom Simpson was an 
eccentric British golf course architect whose 
flamboyance was only rivaled by his talent and 
his sense of the theatrical – he often arrived 
at golf clubs to consult in his chauffer driven 
Rolls Royce, dressed in beret and cape – which 
must have been an intimidating sight for your 
average golf club committee! This book is a 
collaboration between the two men and it is in 
a sense a book of two parts. It would appear 
that Simpson wrote the first seven chapters 
which contain a more traditional treatise on golf 
course design, with chapters on ‘Attack and 
Defence’, ‘The Ideal Golf Course’ and ‘Hazards’, 
while Wethered appears responsible for the 
more esoteric subject matter of the remainder 
of the book, where chapters entitled ‘A Game 
of Confidence’, ‘Caddies We have Met’ and ‘In 
an English Garden’ give a hint of the nature of 
this work. 

But it is for Simpson’s ability to write so 
eloquently on what defines golf course 
architecture and his evocative pen and ink 
sketches that accompany this text, that makes 
this one of my personal favourites. Quite rare 
today, a good copy will demand upwards of 
$2,000. Add another $2,000 for the extremely 
uncommon dust jacket as pictured. Fortunately 
a cheaper edition was reproduced in 1952 as 
‘Design for Golf’ and this is readily obtainable 
today for around $50. 

5. ‘Concerning Golf’ by John L Low, 1903, 
217 pp, published by Hodder and Stoughton, 
London

Low was a fine amateur player who was runner-
up in the 1901 British Amateur to Harold Hilton 
– in fact he enlisted Hilton to write a chapter on 
‘Driving’ in this book. Low was a traditionalist 
in most aspects of the game, and this character 
comes through strongly in ‘Concerning Golf’. 
What makes it a classic in the view of many 
is the chapter entitled ‘Concerning the Links’ 
where Low first espouses a number of maxims 
that many golf architects still hold true today. 
These include:

“There is hardly such a thing as an unfair 
bunker”, and “Bunkers, if they be good bunkers, 
and bunkers of strong character, refuse to be 
disregarded and insist on asserting themselves; 
they do not mind being ignored but they decline 
to be ignored.” Low’s philosophies influenced 
a number of British architects that followed, 
including Tom Simpson and Sir Guy Campbell. 
A reasonably affordable and important book, 
‘Concerning Golf’ will cost around $150 for a 
good copy.

POST 1985 CLASSICS
1. ‘Grounds for Golf- The History and 
Fundamentals of Golf Course Design’ by Geoff 
Shackelford, 2003, 300pp, Thomas Dunne 
Books, New York

Without resorting to hyperbole, this is simply 
a book that should be essential reading for 
every person who considers themselves to 
be a golfer in the true sense of the word. The 
book does not rely on a large format and glossy 
photography to convey its message – author 
and architect Geoff Shackelford achieves this 
through the power of his written word and on 

the strength of a number of excellent hole plans 
drawn by his friend and golf course architect 
Gil Hanse.

The book is a primer on golf course design, but 
this is far from a ‘Golf Design for Dummies’ 
approach. Geoff explains in a series of well-
crafted chapters the history of golf design, 
its most celebrated exponents, their seminal 
works and the great golf holes. He discusses 
the different types of architects found today and 
explains methods that golfers can use to train 
their ‘design eye’.

Shackelford devotes two chapters to 
understanding the language of golf architecture 
and course maintenance 101, also discussing 
at length his involvement with Gil Hanse in 
designing and building Rustic Canyon, their 
fine new course north of Los Angeles in 
Southern California. He begins by quoting 
Ben Crenshaw’s usual reply when asked the 
single most important element of course 
design – Crenshaw’s response, “Time”. Not 
money, nor a great site, but the time to weigh 
the opportunities and give each project the 
time it deserves. I was fortunate in 2001 to be 
given a guided tour of the site by the author 
prior to the commencement of construction. 
To the untrained eye, the site was perhaps 
unprepossessing, but Hanse and Shackelford 
teased out all the opportunities the land offered, 
both in terms of routing and natural contours. 
The book gives an excellent insight into the 
processes they employed to achieve their 
goals.

Some interesting design exercises are also 
included and no book of this type would be 
complete without a list of lists, and Geoff’s 
lists are both interesting and compelling. Still 
readily available, a good copy will cost from 
around $15 to $25.

2. ‘The Confidential Guide to Golf Courses’ by 
Tom Doak, 1996, 361pp, Sleeping Bear Press, 
Chelsea

American golf course architect Tom Doak 
received his training with Pete Dye before 
starting his own successful practice.  This was 
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Doak’s second book on the subject of golf 
course design – his first “The Anatomy of a 
Golf Course” was published in 1992. The book 
follows on from a private edition that Doak 
prepared for forty of his friends – a no-holds 
barred personal assessment of golf courses 
he had played.  Doak then published a limited 
edition in 1994, and although somewhat 
modified and expanded, the 1996 edition’s aim 
was to discuss and rate over 900 courses in 
the US and the world, according to the ‘Doak 
0 - 10 Scale’, with a 10 being a “must see 
immediately” and a 0 attracting a “probably 
shouldn’t have been built” rating.

Doak has also selected his “Gourmet’s Choice” 
– 31 of his favourite courses with the only 
qualification being the selection of only one 
course per architect.  Thus a course such as 
Royal Melbourne (which attracted a 10 rating 
for its West Course) was not included as Doak 
selected Crystal Downs in Michigan USA as 
his choice from Dr Alister MacKenzie’s many 
classic works.

Whether the reader agrees with all of Doak’s 
comments is not relevant, for Doak must be 
admired for his honesty, forthrightness and 
above all the humour that shines through in his 
course descriptions.  This book will be of special 
interest to well traveled and knowledgeable 
golfers, while Doak’s keen eye for a good hole 
and his love of golf course architecture as an art 
worthy of critique makes this book an essential 
component of any golf library. Copies of the 
1996 Sleeping Bear Press edition are becoming 
more and more difficult to find as the book has 

found a cult status, and a good copy will require 
an outlay of around $350. The red covered 
1994 private edition is even rarer and obtaining 
a copy today will require an investment of at 
least $1,200.

3. ‘Golf Course Architecture: Design, 
Construction and Restoration’ by Dr Mike 
Hurdzan, 1996, 406pp, Sleeping Bear Press, 
Chelsea; revised and expanded second edition 
2005, 450pp, John Wiley and Sons, New 
Jersey

When Dr Mike Hurdzan first wrote this book 
back in 1996  it was widely regarded as a ‘bible’ 
for golf course design, and rightly so. Then why 
bring out a new edition only ten years after the 
first? Hurdzan asked himself the same question 
and after coming up with a list of some 25 or 
30 innovations to the game in those 10 years 
he became convinced that an updated edition 
could be justified. 

The new edition is slightly smaller in format 
that the first, with the text updated and new 
photographs and illustrations introduced to 
complement those retained. A new publisher 
has been introduced and the book has a quality, 
solid feel about it. It is one of my favourite 
modern books and a constant source of 
reference material for my work.

For those readers who already have the first 
edition, this second one is sufficiently revised 
and updated to warrant purchase – while 
those who are looking for an introduction to 

the art and science that is golf course design, 
there is no better place to start your journey. 
A first edition will cost around $60 while the 
second edition is still available new at around 
$85 - certainly a small investment for a modern 
classic.

4. ‘Alister MacKenzie’s Cypress Point Club’ by 
Geoff Shackelford, 2000, 189pp, Sleeping Bear 
Press, Chelsea

The world of architecture is graced by many 
books solely devoted to its great masterpieces 
such as Utzon’s Sydney Opera House, Wright’s 
House at Fallingwater and Le Corbusier’s Chapel 
at Ronchamps. With this book, the discipline of 
golf course architecture has its first monograph 
on one of the seminal courses of the 1920’s – 
the Cypress Point Club on California’s ethereal 
Monterey Peninsula. Its course architect was 
Dr Alister MacKenzie, ably supported by Robert 
Hunter. Geoff Shackelford has endeavoured 
to document the course as it was when the 
course first opened in 1928 – and fortunately 
MacKenzie had the foresight to arrange for 
photographer Julian Graham to accompany 
him before, during and after construction to 
photograph the entire course. The result is the 
most wonderful black and white photographic 
documentation and these photos are the spine 
upon which the book is laid out.

Shackelford discusses the establishment of the 
Club, summarises the careers of MacKenzie 
and Hunter, along with the planning and 
construction phases of the course itself. The 
architects’ own words describe the course and 
its holes, which are documented beautifully on 
a hole by hole basis. This fine book shows the 
original bunkering intent of the architects and 
many of these photographs have been used 
in the restoration process for a number of the 
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