G'day mate,

2006 was the year of the kangaroo and kiwi. It is with great pleasure that I send you another edition of the Odyssey (“O”). After being in hibernation for the past four years the “O” has reappeared following a fantastic trip in November to Australia and New Zealand. 
The purpose of the trip was to play some highly regarded newly built courses (Ellerston, Barnbougle, Kauri Cliffs, Cape Kidnappers) and to also visit some other top-rated courses that I had not played. Even though I had been to New Zealand twice, it was only to play one course (Paraparaumu Beach north of Wellington), and I really wanted to see the entire country. 
Australia included Sydney, Tasmania, and Melbourne. New Zealand was covered from almost the northern part of the Northern Island (Kauri Cliffs) to the very southern tip of the Southern Island (Invercargill). The weather was good. (November in the USA is May down under.) When planning trips like this I prefer shoulder seasons to avoid heavy tourist traffic. Although the weather at this time of year can be iffy, a tee-time request is less of a burden on the golf courses. The schedule was ambitious, with a plan to play 19 rounds in 19 days. Actually, the trip went so smoothly that 21 rounds were played in 18 days.
It is certainly a long and expensive trip to get to Australia/New Zealand. Simply going from Boston to Auckland takes almost 20 hours in the air (9,214 miles). All the way to Tasmania is another five hours in the air (1,908 miles). While on a bumpy part of the flight over the Pacific Ocean or waiting around for the next connecting flight one wonders if it will be worth the discomfort.
After all the favorable comments Elaine and I had heard about New Zealand our expectations were high. Many times the reality does not meet such high expectations. I am pleased to report that New Zealand was even better than anticipated. Actually, we would like to go back there for at least a month, renting in a city such as Christchurch and playing golf at a local club. So the long and expensive travel to get there was absolutely worth it in spades!!!
New South Wales Golf Club (locally referred to as La Perouse)
Sydney, New South Wales, Australia

Opened: 1928

Architect: Alister Mackenzie (no written record of his actual contributions).

Rated #34 in world by GOLF Magazine in 2005; #2 in Australia by AUSTRALIA GOLF DIGEST 2006; #3 in Australia by GOLF AUSTRALIA 2006. 

This was the one course on the trip I had already played (1986, 1990, 1997). My host was an old friend, Tony Sernack, an active club member, keenly interested in the course design and conditioning. The club benefits from a terrific general manager, David Burton.

That Saturday afternoon in early November was very windy (a steady 20 mph with stronger gusts). Just off the plane, after 23 hours in the air (Boston/San Francisco/Auckland/Sydney), I was playing with borrowed clubs. (Air New Zealand delivered all luggage to Sydney except for one key piece.)  
A favorite course of mine since 1986, New South Wales has a hilly setting with many beautiful views of Botany Bay and the Pacific Ocean. On November 4 the overall condition was just fair because of a long drought in southeast Australia and the collapse of a large dam (behind the third green). A larger and sturdier dam is under construction. The putting surfaces were smooth.
The course reveals its Alister Mackenzie design influence and long-standing improvements under professional design supervision. Bob Harrison of Great White Shark (with some help from Greg Norman) has been involved since 2000. The club implemented his recommendation to dig out straggly grass on uneven ground in the far rough to expose sand and create large, rugged waste bunkers. This new feature stands out on the left at the fifth hole. Attractive not only close up, the new bunkers can be seen from other areas on the course and fit perfectly with the overall rugged windswept setting.

Construction of the recently redesigned eighteenth hole (par 5) will commence shortly. This should improve the weakest hole on the course.
The New South Wales club admirably knows it cannot stand still as far as the course is concerned, but it does everything in a very thoughtful and professional way. This club may lack the social prestige of the Royal Sydney Golf Club and the Australian Golf Club, but it has a friendly, enthusiastic, golf-oriented membership. The total experience here is one of my favorites in the world. 
Ellerston Golf

Ellerston (via Scone), Upper Hunter Valley, New South Wales, Australia

Opened: 2001

Designer: Greg Norman and Bob Harrison.

Rated: #4 in Australia by AUSTRALIAN GOLF DIGEST 2006; not rated by GOLF AUSTRALIA (because of difficulty in gaining access).

Tom Doak suggested I try to play Ellerston and to contact course architect Bob Harrison in Sydney. The Greg Norman office in Florida gave me Bob’s email address. After many email exchanges and a revised trans-Pacific airline schedule, Ellerston became part of the trip, with two days of play.

Early Sunday morning Bob drove us four hours northwest of Sydney through Scone and eventually on a five-mile dirt road to the guard gate at Ellerston. The ride was an opportunity for many golf stories and talking golf design with Bob as the time flew by. At Ellerston we were greeted by Rod Hinwood, golf operations manager. A terrific host, he really cared about his course.   

Ellerston is the name of a remote and hilly 70,000-acre ranch owned by the Packers, Australia’s richest family (about $US 5 billion accumulated in media and casino gambling businesses). The flamboyant and crude Kerry Packer was the face of the family until he died in December 2005 at age 68. His 39-year-old-son James is now running the family empire including Ellerston. Officially he is executive chairman of Australia’s biggest media and gambling company, Publishing & Broadcasting Ltd.

There are some wonderful Kerry Packer stories.  He was the son of Sir Francis Packer, both were colorful characters. One story involves a Kerry Packer trip to the outback. After dark his small, hungry group pulled up at a diner with a large sign reading “closed” on the door. Kerry knocked at the door and asked the proprietor for some sustenance to see them through the rest of the trip. He was curtly told “I’m closed, go up the road.” They did and the next diner was also closed, but the owner/cook was kind and fixed them a small meal. In conversation the owner mentioned his diner would not be there much longer because his business was in foreclosure as a result of a high mortgage. Kerry asked for the amount and then wrote a check for the entire $A200,000 due. There was only one stipulation: The first thing next morning the owner was to go down the road and show the check to the bleep, bleep guy who owned the first restaurant.

Kerry was a high-roller. One evening at a casino he was seated next to an American who was bragging about how much money he had. “I have at least $50 million” said the man, not knowing who Kerry Packer was. Kerry simply said “I’ll flip you for it.”

Ellerston Golf was Kerry’s PRIVATE course. Total weekly activity since the course opened in 2001 had been and continues to be about three foursomes. Thus the 14 employees on the greens staff outnumber the weekly number of players. (The full-time staff totals 200 for the entire property, which includes three of the best polo fields in the world.) After the course opened Kerry permitted a few panelists to play, but that privilege was soon terminated. Fortunately, James is amenable to having a few panelists visit the course each year. (Also joining us later in the day were two golf professionals and panelists from AUSTRALIAN GOLF DIGEST, Grant Dodd and Don Fardon.)

In 1999 Kerry told Norman/Harrison that Ellerston was to be the toughest course in the world, and it is. The back tees are 7,295 yards. The card shows two other sets of tees, but I only saw one other choice on each tee, and that choice did not provide much relief from the back tees. There are no senior tees and absolutely no ladies’ tees. THIS IS A MAN’S COURSE, meant for a ten-or-less-handicap player. To be different, Packer insisted on all measurements in yards, while every other course in the country is measured in meters.

Bob said he was able to design some features here that he could not normally try on the usual course design, such as placing hazards (streams and deep gullies) much closer to the line of play. Basically, there was no real environmentalist interference here and certainly no real estate consideration. In addition, Bob did not have to consider shot options from shorter tees because those tees do not exist.  

Bob and I played two rounds (Sunday afternoon and Monday morning). The course is managed for cart riding with no caddies available. Some of the terrain is really not conducive to walking. Because we came to New South Wales during a 100-year drought, most of the countryside was brown. Unfortunately for us, the four days leading up to our arrival produced a deluge of steady rain, leaving the course totally waterlogged. Host Rod Hinwood was disappointed because his crew was not able to cut the fairways or greens, and on Sunday he would not even let us play with a cart. Fortunately, I had decided to take a light carry bag for the trip, and we were able to play the course with clubs on our shoulders. On Monday cart riding was permitted.

The setting is rugged Australian bush country. Much of the course is in a valley with the Pages Creek running through and around nine holes. For design variety higher ground was used for the other holes. There is about a 300-foot elevation change from the low lying tenth green up to the thirteenth tee. Attractive mountain ranges in the far distance provide some beautiful views. In this very isolated place you stand on tees in total quiet. (You can actually hear your heart pumping.) For local flavor, 10 kangaroos were standing quizzically about 100 yards from us as we hit off the fifteenth tee. 

The number one difficulty at Ellerston is forced carries over deep gullies and ravines – on tee shots and approach shots as well as par-5 second shots and par-3 tee shots, made even more difficult by deep creeks just off to the sides. Eleven of the sturdiest bridges in the golf world (some steel and concrete held up by thick steel guide wires) were built to span the gullies and revives. Long Buffalo grass adds a few more carries and lurks along the sides of some holes.

A secondary hazard is provided by 65 sharply edged deep white sand bunkers. There are level stances in the generously wide fairways. The generally large greens have subtle slopes and a few shoulders and ridges, but there are no wild humps or hollows. Abundant chipping areas exist around many of the greens.

The goal here is for Augusta-National-type conditioning. I had to take Bob Harrison’s word that this has been achieved because the unusual heavy rain prevented the course from being presented in its best light. 

Once you realize what is going on here you want to make really good shots. If you play a strong game and make good shots, you will be rewarded at Ellerston. If you play just slightly sloppy golf, you will be killed. Bring several sleeves of balls or you will run out of ammunition long before the round is over. You would not want a steady daily diet of Ellerston. It is just too hard, with too many demanding shots, to play on a regular basis.

Because of Ellerston’s unique complexity - extreme but fair difficulty, a significant variety of shots, superior condition, and quiet ambience – it is a very strong candidate for World 100 status.
Barnbougle Dunes

Bridport, Tasmania, Australia

Opened: December 2004

Designer: Tom Doak (with some input from Australian designer Mike Clayton)

Rated: #49 in world by GOLF Magazine 2005; #5 in Australia by GOLF AUSTRALIA 2006; #7 in Australia by AUSTRALIA GOLF DIGEST 2006.

Barnbougle is the ultimate in remote-location golf. From the east coast of the USA it makes Sand Hills in the middle of Nebraska and Bandon Dunes on Oregon’s Pacific Coast seem right around the corner. However, once in Sydney or Melbourne it is a short hop on Virgin Blue airlines to Australia’s southern island state, Tasmania (Tassie), and the Launceston airport. A further-60-mile drive northeast (mostly on narrow, winding roads) brings the golfer to the seaside village of Bridport. Just east of town is a long stretch of high sand hills. A final left turn onto a dusty road leads to a gravel parking lot. The feeling is nothing fancy here, just basic golf.

The Barnbougle course story started in 1989, when a Tasmanian hotelier and non-golfer, Richard Sattler, bought the 13,000-acre Barnbougle Estate for crop growing along with sheep and cattle grazing. (The estate was named after a castle in Scotland.) On the seaside edge of the property was a long strip of dunes-laden land unsuitable for commercial crop growing or animal grazing (the classic links-land scenario for a golf course). I had a brief conversation with the 50-year-old barrel-chested Richard. He tries to come across as a simple farmer, but I detected real shrewdness. His long-term master plan calls for five courses, but there is no hurry. Richard really wants the Bill Coore and Ben Crenshaw team to design the second course on dune land just beyond the fifteenth tee. No real estate development is included in the master plan.

An enthusiastic young local lad, Greg Ramsay, tried to convince Richard that a membership-based golf course could be built on part of the useless sand dunes. Because this concept did not fly Richard, with direction from Mike Keiser (Bandon Dunes) and some financial help from the Tasmanian government, took the financial plunge himself. He built a daily-fee course, along with 16 modest cottages (off to the side of the property, functional, with each sleeping up to four and offering a beach-type atmosphere with sand all around), and a clubhouse. This modest, but comfortable one-story building is nicely nestled low down in dunes between the ninth and eighteenth greens. About 200 yards from the sea, it serves breakfast, lunch, and dinner (delicious evening meal of fresh oysters and local seafood along with Tassie’s highly recommended Boags beer), served by a very friendly staff.

Head professional Brett Partridge, who had worked on the course construction crew for two years, and I played together on a sunny Tuesday afternoon. A contemporary of Tiger Woods, Brett actually beat Tiger twice in head-to-head match play as an amateur golfer. He was on the European Tour for five years but severely damaged his right hand and had to retire from tournament golf. He is still a good player, a real gentleman, and very knowledgeable about the design and construction of the course. (After my visit a friend reported that he also found Brett to be a very nice guy. He went out of his way to make sure all the groups were looked after and, most important, that they enjoyed the experience.)

Tom Doak was hired and given 300 acres to perform his design magic. He produced a really good classic links course with the added attraction of some beautiful panoramic sea views. The only links feature omitted was revetted bunkers. The back tees are only 6,723 yards, and the next group up is 6,170 yards. However, a stiff coastal wind is almost always present and at times becomes ferocious.

The course is divided into two loops of nine. The front goes out westward (into the prevailing wind) and returns eastward. The back goes out easterly and loops back westerly. Dunes between 40 and 70 feet high define most of the holes. The front nine basically plays below the dunes (Royal Aberdeen feel), and the back nine plays more on top of the dunes (Irish links feel).

Tom’s design strength includes really good short par-4’s and par-3’s. Each nine at Barnbougle has a tricky drivable par-4 (#4 and #12) and also a very precise par-3 of 122 yards (#7).

The sandy soil and moderate temperatures made possible authentic links grass (fescues and bents) for firm and fast conditions. The generously wide fairways tumble along with knolls, humps, hillocks, and ridges producing a variety of uneven stances. The blow-out style-bunkers -- large, deep (some cavernous), rough edged -- are sprinkled around the course in strategic positions. They can be avoided unless a miss-hit heroic shot is produced. A couple of greens have no surrounding bunkers. Off to the sides on some holes are a few low-growing coastal trees and shrubs. Shimmering thick marram grass lurks in the far rough.

Water does not come into play on any hole; dunes and marram grass act as a buffer between the course and the sea. A few shots are semi-blind or partially obscured, such as the back tee on the par-3 sixteenth hole. A comment on 16 from a friend: “I thought it was similar to the Dell at Lahinch without a rock showing the location of the flag. A first-timer would have no idea where the green was.” 

Barnbougle’s excellent “history” book points out that “…the greens are, in many places, controversial and severe.” The large greens do have considerable internal movement and some steep fall-aways over the sides. There are also plateaus, ridges, humps, and hollows. Like some of Tom’s other imaginative greens (Lost Dunes and Black Forest at Wilderness Valley, both in Michigan, come to mind) The Barnbougle green undulations did not seem too wild to me. However, after playing Barnbougle I talked to three groups of knowledgeable Australian golfers. Their unanimous opinion was that some of the contours were “over the top” (the many moguls on the par-3 thirteenth and the severe left-to-right slope on par-3 sixteenth in particular), especially considering the ever-present strong wind. So it depends on your taste as to whether some of the greens are playable or not. Needless to say, the greens are not overly fast (stimp about 9).

Overall the course is very playable for all levels of ability. There are no really difficult forced carries, and run-up shots make the many raised and perched greens reachable. For the low-handicap player a lot of strategy is needed to score. The course condition is solid links – rugged, firm, fast. 

The scenery on many holes is spectacular. After the first four holes below the dunes, with no view of the sea, you climb from a bowl that is the fourth green up a steep slope cut in a tall dune to the top for an absolutely stunning sea view. Far out you are looking at the Bass Strait, the body of water between Tasmania and the Australian mainland. Melbourne is just a little northwest of where you are standing. The Strait is reputed to be the roughest stretch of water in the world.

The course borders the broad expanse of Anderson Bay. The fifth tee -- the closest point to the water on the course -- lies about 30 feet above a wide pristine sandy beach with pure medium-blue water and with a green tinge lapping at the shore. This exciting uninterrupted scene of tall dunes, beach, and sea sweeps easterly for 12 miles out to St. Croppies Point. Although the ninth green is about 200 yards from the water, it offers another spectacular view of the bay. On the other side are grazing sheep and cattle. In the very far distance are snow-capped mountains. The back nine has many more great views. The elevated fifteenth tee offers a beautiful setting with the Great Forester River feeding into the ocean and winding along the right of the hole. Also present are an old jetty and a wooden-hulled boat. These appear to have been there forever and add to the aesthetic appeal of the hole. 

When the round is finished there is a feeling of exhilaration. The long (and expensive) travel to get here was worth it. In quiet, peaceful surroundings salty clean air will be blowing in your face. Pulling a trolley, you have walked on a classic seaside links course with many shot options and a lovely rhythm while being overwhelmed by the scenery. Even a few Wallabies (kangaroo relatives only much smaller) were encountered up close near the seventh tee. They jumped quickly from the underbrush and almost stood on the tee.
Before leaving Tassie Elaine and I had lunch with Mike and Ruth Cooper in Evandale, a quaint small town only five miles from the airport. Mike is an old friend from a 1990 visit to his Newcastle Golf Club. Later he and his Newcastle mates (including Ian Gross) joined me at Baltusrol and then on to Pine Valley (where Mike is a member). Mike and Ian then came down to Sydney to participate in the New South Wales Golf Club portion of the 100-day-trip in 1997. The Evandale meat pies and local draft beer hit the spot. Mike has a great sense of humor. Even though our time together in Evandale was brief, we certainly enjoyed ourselves with this wonderful couple.
The National Golf Club (Ocean)

Cape Schanck, Victoria, Australia

Opened: 2000

Designer: Thomson (Peter), Wolveridge and Perrett

Rated: #29 in Australia by GOLF AUSTRALIA 2006; #46 in Australia by AUSTRALIA GOLF DIGEST 2006.

This part of the trip was organized by an old friend Ian Gross (see last paragraph of Barnbougle section). Ian is a very keen golfer with a terrific sense of humor. We had dinner together for two nights along with Ian’s friends Colm Kelly and Steve and Marilyn Jones. Dinner the second night was at Loquat in Sorrento. Both group dinners were great fun with excellent food and even better companionship. The men also played the Moonah course together.
Cape Schanck lies at the southern end of the Mornington Peninsula, about a two-hour (70-mile) drive south of Melbourne airport. The National is a successful 54-hole private membership club with a modest real estate component. The terrain is very hilly farmland fairly near the scenic Bass Strait. The club literature characterizes the courses as links, but, although wind really blows on this exposed site and its previous use was for grazing, certainly the courses here are not links. The land is mostly steep hills and deep valleys. The terrain seems too severe to design and build really outstanding courses. Because of the steepness, walking the courses is difficult. 

The original course (called Old) is a 1987 Robert Trent Jones, Jr. design that I played in 1990. That course is currently rated #20 in Australia by GOLF AUSTRALIA 2006 and #14 in Australia by AUSTRALIA GOLF DIGEST 2006.

The Ocean course is somewhat misnamed in that the Bass Strait is several hundred yards from the playing area and separated by a thick forest of trees. In addition, many of the holes are down in valleys, and only occasionally do a few holes pop up on top to afford splendid water views. The sight from the highly elevated first tee is terrific, extending for miles along the peninsula’s southern shore with the Bass Strait water shimmering in bright sunshine. There are no water holes on the course and almost no trees as well. The back tees are 7,165 yards long, and the middle tees measure 6,630 yards.

The challenge comes from the 82 bunkers. A few are penal pots in the middle of fairways (a Thomson signature); others are wide and deep. Most are cleanly edged. Many of the greens are elevated and medium to large in size. A few have false fronts. Slopes are the main putting challenge. The overall condition was good with the greens speed between 9 and 10.

After the first two holes the variety rating criteria spring to mind. Both holes play in the same direction with steep sloping downhill tee shots to fairways pitching sharply right to left. Then uphill approach shots are to perched greens with bunkers front left and right. Both greens are round, with back-to-front slope and large chipping areas all around. Coming off the second green you want to scream at Thomson, “How about a little more design imagination?”  

Unfortunately that wish remains unfulfilled; one continually feels the same hole over and over again. All par-4s seem to be 390 yards long, each with a bunker in the middle of the fairway. There were no tight doglegs; blazing away with the driver is the best plan of attack The par-5’s are not overly long. 

Over all, the Ocean is a decent and well conditioned third course, providing variety for membership play.

The National Golf Club (Moonah)

Cape Schanck, Victoria, Australia

Opened: 2000

Designer: Greg Norman and Bob Harrison

Rated: #7 in Australia by GOLF AUSTRALIA 2006; #8 in Australia by AUSTRALIA GOLF DIGEST 2006.

Parts of the Moonah course almost touch The National Golf Club Ocean course and the terrain is somewhat similar. Sections are a little flatter, but the hilly parts are steeper. No water comes into play, but there are many more trees. The course name comes from the indigenous moonah tree, of the family of trees commonly grouped and referred to as tea tree, from which the oil is extracted for various medical and recuperative uses. The moonah is a distinctive medium-sized tree native to Australia growing on coastal sandy soil. It often has a gnarled, twisted trunk and limbs as a result of its ability to sustain itself in harsh, windy conditions and often in extreme temperatures. The species can grow to an age of more than 1,000 years, and one that old can be found just off the second tee.

Moonah is a very good course. The overall course condition was excellent. The smooth greens were about a 10 on the stimp meter. The ambience in the low areas bordered on one or both sides by very high hills is peaceful. The high ground sometimes offers nice views of the Bass Strait. The 84 bunkers are mostly big to huge, and all have a wild look. Some are cavernous. The back tees are 7,192 yards, and the next set are 6,772 yards.

The greens are mainly large to massive in size with slopes, ridges, humps, and tiers. There is even a double green (sixth and fourteenth). The sixth-hole side of the double green is two-tiered on its side. Norman has worked closely with Pete Dye in Florida, and some of the greens at the Moonah certainly have the Dye offbeat style. 

One problem with the course is the frequency of perched greens. The hilly land favored elevated-to- extremely-perched greens, and I counted 13. As I was coming off the sharply uphill fourteenth green I said to myself, “please, no more elevated greens.” Unfortunately the fifteenth green was even more so.

Over all, the course rates high on difficulty and greens contours. The quiet ambience was nice. The one major design negative is the need to hit too many greens in the sky. 
The Golf Club St. Andrews Beach (Gunnamatta)

Cape Schanck (Fingal), Victoria, Australia

Opened: 2005

Designer: Tom Doak

Rated: #9 in Australia by GOLF AUSTRALIA 2006; Not in AUSTRALIA GOLF DIGEST 2006 (because too new).

The members-only St. Andrews Beach Gunnamatta course is about five miles from The National. The hills here are just as high as at The National, but because they are more spread out the space between them provides for fewer uphill shots. There are some elevated greens, but this design feature is not overwhelming.

Just as the “Ocean” course name at The National is misconstrued, the “Beach” in St. Andrews seems misleading. One can play all 18 holes without seeing a beach. The course is surrounded by tall tea and moonah trees that block any water views. There are no water hazards on the course.

I had the pleasure of playing St. Andrews with member Graeme Grant, an old friend and former superintendent at Kingston Heath. We first played together at Kingston Heath in 1986 and subsequently in 1997 at both Kingston Heath and the Capitol Club. For the past several years Graeme has been a principal in the golf design firm of Newton, Spencer and Grant. That firm was dissolved about two years ago, and Graeme has been doing design work on his own.

Tom Doak has designed a par-70 with back tees at 6,642 yards. It includes the longest par-4 in Australia (#13 at 500 yards). 

Tom has described the greens here as “…the best set of greens I have ever built.” They are wild but not over the top. Wind is a factor here, but because some of the holes are a little more sheltered than at Barnbougle, the St. Andrews undulating greens are a little less controversial.

There is a mixture of elevated tees and tees at ground level. On the high fourteenth tee you can see many of the holes. There are perched and elevated greens as well as a few-low lying ones. Some of the holes are partly tree-lined, and some are in open areas. Basically the fairways are massively wide (number 7 and 8 have a dual fairway, and the landing area is 140 yards). Some fairways are humpy and wavy. Many of the 56 bunkers are large, cavernous, and wildly rough-edged. The far rough is lined by attractive tall brown and wavy grass.

The medium-sized greens have false fronts, false sides, and even false backs. There are some steep slopes off the sides with a lot of chipping opportunities. Knolls in front of a few greens deflect running shots to one side or the other (like the second green at Royal Dornoch).

The par-5 opening hole is problematic. From the very elevated tee it seems to be a dog leg right. However, the blind green is actually slightly to the left. Starting a round with a blind shot is not enjoyable. This one was disconcerting as where to hit the second shot or the shot to the green. The actual line is directly over huge bunkers at the base of a tall hill on the left side of the fairway. You are hitting blind to a slightly raised green with a severe slope right to left. There is also a steep falloff from the left edge of the green to a huge chipping area. At the back part of the green there is a slope to the back, almost a false back. The green at the par-5 seventeenth hole also looked and played like the first green.    

There are no cart paths on the course, and the course itself is fairly easy to walk pulling a trolley. However, coming out of the low-lying eighteenth green bowl ( a beautiful green site surrounded by tall trees on three sides), the hike back to the temporary clubhouse area is taxing to say the least -- and one of the longest and steepest in golf.

Tom has also designed a second course here called “Fingal.” The land has been roughed out, but the start of full construction has no date because membership sales and real estate (holiday villa) sales have been slow. If the second course is eventually built there is a plan to have also a “composite course” using nine holes from each of the regular courses. Also on the construction schedule are a permanent clubhouse and a five-star hotel.
Woodlands Golf Club

Mordialloc, Victoria, Australia

Opened: 1913

Designer: J.D. Scott and Rowley Banks (1913); Sam Bennett (1917); Mick Morcom (1928)

Rated: #18 in Australia by GOLF AUSTRALIA 2006; #26 by AUSTRALIAN GOLF DIGEST 2006.

Woodlands is a private club in the famous Sandbelt area of Melbourne. There are 15 courses in a 25-square-mile area 30 minutes south of Melbourne and just east of Port Phillip Bay. Although this is now a heavily residential area, in the 1920’s golf courses preceded the influx of housing. Insecurity of tenure and the idea that courses should be designed to meet the progress in golfing equipment and skill just prior to and after WWI forced most of the clubs to look for suitable ground farther from the city. The tract of land they found is blessed with bold and subtle undulations of deep sand.

Although the sand types can vary within each course, for the most part deep bunkers have been dug simply out of this sand. Cut into hills, the sand faces are flashed up and highlighted to provide an attractive contrast with the turf. Deep lips remain stable where the sand is of a loamy nature, but even where the sand is more fragile the strong roots of the common couch (Bermuda) grass bind the lips. Thus, some of the best-shaped bunkers in the world can be found in the Sandbelt. 

On some of the courses a desire to maintain razor-sharp edges has been found to be unsustainable in recent times (constant trimming takes soil and distorts the shapes), so a more rustic or natural look is catching on. 

The Melbourne climate allows for bent grass greens and couch (Bermuda) grass fairways with only slight discoloration of the couch in winter.

The design of many clubs in the area was influenced by Alister Mackenzie’s famous trip in 1926. Woodlands is not one of them and as a result is not listed as a top course in the area. However, an indirect Mackenzie influence is evident in most bunkers built in the late 1920’s by Mick Morcom, the Royal Melbourne greenkeeper, Mackenzie confidant, and designer in his own right.

I had the pleasure of walking Woodlands pulling a trolley with long-time member Graeme Grant and two of his buddies. On just 150 acres the course is compact and easy to walk. The land is basically flat with some modest slopes up and down. It is in a suburban setting surrounded by houses and busy streets. Thus the story here is all about the quality of the course.

Woodlands is par 72 with back tees at 6,668 yards. Apart from the wonderful bunkering,  remnant bushland vegetation is featured in both the deep rough and lining the fairways. The River Red gums, tea trees, and rough-barked trunks of the manna gums all come into play and make the fairways narrow targets. A few holes dog leg, and the straight holes have a green placed slightly left or right of the fairway center line. Of the 81 low-lying and cleanly edged bunkers, some are clusters in fairways, and many are tight to the greens, producing narrow openings.

Most of the greens are medium to small in size and just off the ground, with a couple up in the air. They are hard and fast with subtle contours of slope and slight undulations. Some contain a modest tilt to the left or right to reward a well-thought-out and well-executed shot. A mediocre approach shot has a decent chance of not holding the green..

The course is noted for its challenging short par-4s, five in all, as well as four excellent par-3s. Exact tee shots and delicate pitches are required. The fifteenth is a classic par-5 of 559 yards with decisions to be made and influenced by the cross bunkers 120 yards from the green -- lay up, carry, or play to the side, which can leave either a mid-iron, pitch, or run-up to a green surrounded by steep drop-offs.

Wind can be a factor, but the many tall trees do tend to somewhat shelter the course.

Woodlands is definitely underrated. Actually, after the round the player thinks he should have scored better and wants another crack at it. This is a course for everyday play.
During golf Graeme’s wife Denise took Elaine on a tour of Melbourne. After golf we all went into downtown Melbourne for a good meal at “Oysters.” It was packed with an interesting crowd, including a  60-year-old man and a 20-year-old “date” sitting at the next table. We could not help but notice the various “moves” during dinner of the voluptuous “lady” with a low-cut dress. 

New Zealand

With a population of just 4 million people (and millions of sheep), New Zealand is about 1,000 miles long. It is divided into two main islands, with the North Island being one-fifth mountainous, while mountains cover nearly three-fourths of the South Island. Except for a short flight from Wellington to Christchurch, we drove the entire length of the beautiful country. What we found was some spectacular scenery, with the North Island being the appetizer and the South Island similar to the entree. Outside the major cities the main roads are narrow and winding two-lane. It is similar to driving in parts of rural Ireland.
The people were very friendly, and the whole country is very clean, both on the ground and in the air. In the past few years New Zealand has been “discovered,” with many people from America and Europe using the country as a second-home retreat. Thus, real estate prices have zoomed upward. The exchange rate is favorable versus the US dollar, but with prices on the high side the financial impact is a draw.
Kauri Cliffs
Matauri Bay, North Island, New Zealand
Opened: February 2000
Designer: David Harman
Rated: #58 in world by GOLF Magazine 2005; #6 in New Zealand by GOLF DIGEST PLANET GOLF 2005.

The Auckland airport is 15 miles south of the city. To get to Kauri Cliffs you drive north on a four-lane highway through Auckland. A few miles out of town the main road funnels from four lanes to two, partly narrow and partly winding up and down steep mountains. The added challenge is driving on the left side of the road. Concentration is a must. The trip takes about four hours with the city of Whangarei being about two-thirds of the way. Kauri Cliffs is not on any map, so you have to find a small directional sign on Route 10 after the Kerikeri turn-off. The ultimate destination is near Matauri Bay, which is part of the Bay of Islands in the Pacific Ocean.

Kauri is a recent Julian Robertson development. Julian was a famous hedge-fund owner. His Tiger Fund was at one time the world’s largest hedge fund with over $20 billion of assets under management. Amazingly, Julian and I worked at the same Wall Street firm (Kidder, Peabody) 30 years ago. I never associated Julian with golf and certainly did not imagine playing one of his courses anywhere, and here I am doing just that in New Zealand. What I do remember about Julian was his yearly presentation to the Kidder shareholders. These all-day sessions were boring with deadly speeches, except for Julian. Not only would he inform us about his money management division, but he also would do it with many funny jokes and stories.

After two miles on a gravel road you arrive at a beautiful two-level clubhouse (called the Lodge). We were warmly greeted by John Lewis, assistant general manager. The Lodge has a Bermuda/South Carolina sophisticated feeling of understated elegance. Through the beautifully furnished rooms of the Lodge comes an absolutely stunning 180-degree panoramic view of most of the hilly golf course. The dramatic view continues with a focus on pristine white sandy beaches running into the sparkling ocean containing jagged green covered small islands nearby. Then farther out are a series of larger islands (Caralli) and a cape (Brett). On the many clear days here you can see for 50 miles.

On the course there are the water on one side and rolling green farm land on the other. The resort is a small part of a 6,500-acre mountainous sheep-grazing ranch (called station in New Zealand). With refreshing clean air (no insects) and total quiet, it just you, your caddy, and those beautiful surroundings that you can see for miles. The weather that Monday in mid-November was 70 degrees with bright sun, just a few puffy clouds, and a normal 20-to-25-mile-per-hour wind. Absolutely idyllic!!! 

So how about the course itself? A par 72 at 7,120 yards (6,485 yards from the middle tees) was designed and built by unheralded David Harman of Orlando, Florida. I had never heard of him before reading about Kauri Cliffs. He was a construction supervisor for the Arnold Palmer company before starting his own design firm in the 1990’s. Sadly, David died of cancer in early 2005 at the age of just 51. 

The very severe terrain provided a real test for the designer. I think the routing was brilliant. One can walk the course without twisting an ankle. Both nines start at the clubhouse and tumble down several hundred feet to cliffs and then back up to the clubhouse. Thus the routing challenge was to make the uphill ninth and eighteenth playable and interesting. Walking both very steep fairways was taxing but doable. Actually, walking backward up these two fairways produced yet another chance for more spectacular views of the course, glistening water, and dramatic rock formations.

Although you can see the ocean on fifteen holes (six play along cliffs that plunge 200 feet to the sea), the ocean does not come directly into play. The only real water hazard is a stream running on the left side on inland holes 10 through 12. These holes wind beautifully through marsh, forest, and farmland.

The fairways are wide, but in many cases an off-line tee shot will tumble down a steep slope to thick vegetation. There are some fairly long forced carries over deep ravines plunging 70 feet or more and beautifully filled with trees and vegetation. To navigate these gorges sturdy long wooden suspension bridges have been built. There are even a few semi-hidden waterfalls under the bridges. So an added feature is the peaceful walks over these bridges.

Most of the greens are exposed. The greens sizes range from large to massive. Many have ramps running into the front section. Some are perched. The six ocean side holes have severe drop-offs around the greens as the terrain tumbles down steep cliff sides. Longer grass in the far rough keeps balls from running significantly off the green sides. The greens have nice contours (soft and subtle).

I thought the overall course design was very strategic and the proportions appropriate. One cannot just blast away but has to place shots. If you miss, make sure it is in the correct place. For instance on the par-5 fourth you must be very careful with your second shot. If you are aggressive and hit just a little off, you will go 200 feet down to a gorge filled with thick undergrowth. Over all, the severity of the shots fits the challenge offered by the terrain.

There is no better conditioned course in world than Kauri Cliffs. The tees, fairways, and collars were exceptional. The greens were PURE – as smooth as silk. I could not even miss holing a couple of badly hit five-foot putts using a short putter (my faithful long putter was left at home to make traveling easier). Different types of grass were used, making for several contrasting colors at each hole, usually looked at from an elevated tee.

All the facilities are five-star, accompanied by an extremely friendly and efficient staff. Julian’s wife Josie has done a wonderful job of interior decoration in the lodge and the guest cottages overlooking the golf course.
Kauri is a pay-and-play course. The semi-budget minded can play the course without having to stay overnight. The nearby town of Paihia offers acceptable accommodations.

In conclusion, the pristine unspoiled surroundings provide Kauri with some of the most spectacularly gorgeous, breathtaking views in golf. In this setting even a mediocre golf course would be worth the visit. The views are so good the golf would be just incidental. Fortunately, the sophisticated golf course in normal windy conditions offers a fair challenge and an unbelievably memorable experience.   

The bottom line is that the total Kauri Cliffs experience is absolutely one of the very best in the world. 

Carrington Club
Just before leaving Boston at the start of the trip I received an email from golf course architect Matt Dye, nephew of Pete Dye, to alert me to the Carrington Club. Carrington is 45 minutes northwest of Kauri Cliffs on the Karikari Peninsula near Kaitaia. Matt had done a course here that opened in 2003. Unfortunately, my schedule was totally locked in with no room to play or even visit an additional course.

The Carrington website presents an attractive course and resort in a nice setting. So anyone who has the pleasure of going to Kauri Cliffs might want to also visit Carrington.

Gulf Harbour Country Club
Gulf Harbour, Whangaparaoa, North Island, New Zealand
Opened: 1997
Designer: Robert Trent Jones, Jr.
Rated: #5 in New Zealand by GOLF DIGEST PLANET GOLF 2005.

Gulf Harbour is a very-high density, partially built-out real estate development with a 1,000-slip marina on the tip of the Whangaparaoa Peninsula about 30 miles north of Auckland. The peninsula is part of the Hibiscus Coast with the Hauraki Gulf running into the Pacific Ocean as a backdrop. The Bobby Jones, Jr. design is a par 72 and plays at 7,020 yards from the tips and 6,455 yards from the middle tees.

The front side is slightly hilly and built through corridors of two-and four-story condominiums. A huge artificial lake influences play on the last three holes. The back nine is tremendously hilly, with some ski-slope fairways. It would be almost impossible to walk the back nine without a caddy. (The tour caddies coming here for the New Zealand Open had better be in shape.) A few holes on the back nine offer some interesting views of the water and far away Auckland. Much of the property on the second nine has been staked out for real estate sales.  

Unfortunately, there was nothing special about the course design. It was not bad, just ordinary. Having played other Bobby Jones courses, I have been particularly impressed by some imaginative par-3’s. Therefore, after playing the par-3 eighth hole, there was a problem in rating Gulf Harbour. The hole measures 183 yards from a modestly elevated back tee. The artificial lake is to the right of a deep rectangular, almost flat green with a couple of nondescript bunkers between the green and the water. There is a huge open area with one lone tree to the right of the green. Standing on the tee there is no visual intimidation factor for this fairly short shot, and the hole did prove to play in a bland way.

The condition of the course was only average, which was slightly surprising because the New Zealand Open was being held there two weeks hence. 
Titirangi Golf Club

New Lynn, Auckland, North Island, New Zealand

Opened: 1914

Designer: F.G. Hood, Gilbert Martin; major redesign Alister Mackenzie 1926.

Rated: #7 in New Zealand by GOLF DIGEST PLANET GOLF 2005.

Titirangi is 20 minutes southwest of downtown Auckland in a heavily residential area. I played at 7 am pulling a trolley with old friend Bob Glading, who was carrying his bag. Bob is a former New Zealand Open champion who flew propeller planes off aircraft carriers for the British Navy during WW II. He is also a long-time golf writer (“Glading Report” for NEW ZEALAND GOLF MAGAZINE). Bob was my New Zealand “chauffeur” for the 1997 visit to Paraparaumu Beach Golf Club during the 100-in-100 trip. He was also a great help in the early stages of planning this whole trip, with recommendations of courses to play. Bob is a young 88 year old with a twinkle in his eyes. I asked for the secret of his good health, and it appeared to be swimming in the ocean almost every day where he lives just north of Auckland. 

The compact course has a par of 70 with back tees at 6,595 yards, middle back tees at 6,410 yards, and member tees at 6,210 yards. Players must cross a busy street four times. Many years ago the club had the option to buy the land where the road now bisects the course. The price was about $5,000 in today’s money, and that was considered too high by the club’s decision makers.

Titirangi was redesigned by Alister Mackenzie in 1926 (the only New Zealand course having a Mackenzie involvement). For the past 10 years New Zealand golf course designer Chris Pittman has been directing a major restoration of Titirangi. He has been using 30 years of golf-course design and construction experience to bring back the Mackenzie bunkering and green contours. Minor tree elimination is also part of the program.

The terrain of many ridges and valleys is excellent for interesting parkland golf. The fairways pitch left and right with some swales, making tee-shot placement in the many tree-lined fairways important in avoiding an awkward approach shot. There are some forced carries over deep gullies to navigate and some dense brush vegetation to avoid. A strategically placed tall tree just to the front left of the par-4 second green influences the approach. Another tall tree smack in the middle of the par-5 fifteenth-hole fairway makes for an interesting second shot decision. Out-of-bound areas lurk on a few holes.

The only water on the course is a stream to the left on the approach shot to the eighth green. The stream funnels into a small pond that cuts into the front left of the green and along the left side of the green. Because the eighth hole is a short, downhill par-4 (339 yards) the water hazard offers a nice intimidation factor and also provides interesting design variety. 

The 66 bunkers are generally large with many irregularly shaped tongues. Some of the bunkers blend snugly into the greens. Many of the undulating greens are perched or elevated, with the third green up in the sky. The green sizes are large to very large. There are a Redan green (#11), a three-tiered green (#7), and a green 66 yards deep (#16). The just rebuilt par-3 fourteenth (181 yards) green is wild with five shoulders coming out of the sides of the green. I thought it much more a Pete-Dye-type green than a Mackenzie-type. The slick greens had a speed approaching 10.

Titirangi is a busy members’ course that could be played every day with considerable enjoyment. 

Wairakei International Golf Course
Lake Taupo, North Island, New Zealand
Opened: 1970
Designer: Commander John Harris, Michael Wolveridge, Peter Thomson

Rated: #2 in New Zealand by GOLF DIGEST PLANET GOLF 2005.

Four hours southeast of Auckland (half way to Wellington), in the center of the North Island, is a huge body of water called Lake Taupo. Five miles north of the lake is the Wairakei Resort (with its own golf course), and two miles north of the resort is the Wairakei International Golf Course. This is a public-access course built by the federal government to promote tourism.  

The course, built on 387 acres, is a par-72 at 7,045 yards from the tips and 6,370 yards from the middle tees. The terrain is hilly to fairly mountainous. Thus, substantial elevation changes on many holes yield some very elevated tees, as well as many raised to very elevated greens. There are a couple of ski-slope tee shots and a couple of greens are up in the sky. The topography makes for a taxing walk pulling a trolley; thus most play is in gas-fired carts. 

Most fairways are lined by tall trees (huge pines, firs, oaks), but they are usually not tight to the fairways. However, there is a strategic tall tree front left of the thirteenth green, another smack in the middle of the fourteenth fairway, and even on the par-3 fifteenth hole there is a tall tree on the front right side of the green. Most of the 108 bunkers are shallow and large, although there are a few pot bunkers. Water comes into play on a few shots (ponds on #8 and #10 with streams on #11 and #12).

Because the turf is soft all approach shots must be flown to either an elevated green or a green mostly surrounded by bunkers. The greens are large to huge. Some have interesting shapes. Number 8 is an hour-glass while number 11 and 14 are boomerangs. The putting challenge is in modest slopes. There are no real humps or hollows. I thought Pete Dye had been here because many of the greens are supported by low wood stripes (punga fern). A ball nestled at the base of one of these stripes does not have much chance of finishing close to the hole on the next shot.

The steeply elevated sixth and sixteenth tees offer great views. On both you can see for miles. First is the course in hills and valleys, then forests of trees on steep hillsides, and finally mountains far away. There are no distractions such as real estate development or busy roads. You are breathing clean mountain air, playing a good course in a quiet remote setting, and leave with a tranquil feeling.

Kinloch Golf Club

A few miles west of Wairakei on the northern edge of Lake Taupo a Jack Nicklaus Signature Course has been under construction for quite some time. It will be a members-only club with a real estate purchase necessary. The course is scheduled to open in late March 2007.

Cape Kidnappers
Te Awanga, Hawke’s Bay, North Island, New Zealand
Opened: January 2004
Designer: Tom Doak
Rated: #27 in world by GOLF Magazine 2005; #1 in New Zealand by GOLF DIGEST PLANET GOLF 2005.

Cape Kidnappers is on the east coast about a three-hour drive southeast from Wairakei. The first part of the drive is through beautiful mountain ranges that present some driving challenges on steep and narrow two-lane roads. Coming out of the city of Napier you catch sight of beautiful Hawke’s Bay and the Pacific Ocean. On the far side of the bay sheer white-chalked cliffs rise straight up for several hundred feet out of the water. The white cliffs of Dover come to mind. The reaction is, “How could golf holes possibly be built directly on top of those sheer cliffs?”

A few miles south are the gate to the course and a speaker box to communicate with the clubhouse. Then, a tricky five-mile drive takes about 15 minutes of careful maneuvering on a very narrow and winding gravel road having very steep falloffs at the edges. With tight corners and blind curves you inch along hoping no one is coming in the other direction. Part of the road is through pine forests and sheer rock walls. Near the top you are likely to almost touch sheep and large cattle grazing close to the road. The course is part of a 6,000-acre working sheep (6,500) and cattle (600) station. At the road’s end there is a broad view of the course and out to the water. And the views get even better once out on the course. At the clubhouse we were met by the director of golf Jeremy Carlsen, who proved to be a very efficient, knowledgeable, and really nice young man.

Cape Kidnappers is Julian Robertson’s second New Zealand golf course and destination resort facility. The first, Kauri Cliffs, is 400 miles northwest. Julian was attracted to Tom Doak’s golf course design concepts after playing Pacific Dunes. Tom had a real challenge in designing a course that would be equal in quality to the rugged and dramatic setting at Cape Kidnappers. 

The land is on a peninsula with several finger-type ridges on the headland running south to north and ending at the cliff edge, where the next stop is straight down 450 feet to the water. There are deep ravines plunging several hundred feet between the ridges. Running east to west, each ridge is progressively a little longer than the previous one so that each tip is a little farther out in the water and offers an even more spectacular view than the previous one. If you look at the back of your hand, just imagine designing golf holes on the top of each outstretched finger. Then open your fingers, and the gaps represent the deep ravines between the ridges. Your nails correspond to the greens, and the falloff to nothing at the end of your finger tips replicates the steep dive off the high cliff tops. Tom’s clever routing milked the last ounce of challenge and beauty that was available out near the water because several holes play back and forth on seven of the fingers. Most pictures of the course are taken high above the course and feature the rugged ridges and gullies. 

The course is on 250 acres with a par of 71. From the tips it measures 7,147 yards with the next set at 6,686 yards. The card is somewhat unconventional with three par-3’s on the first nine and back-to-back par-5’s on the second nine (#15 and #16). Sixteen was originally going to be a par four, but that tee would not have taken advantage of a potential viewing location. Julian’s wife Josie suggested to Tom that coming off the fifteenth green a really good location for the sixteenth tee would be on top of a small high peak. Using this site meant a longer hole, and thus consecutive par-5’s were born. The result is a long walk up steep stairs to the sixteenth tee and the last, but most thrilling and breathtaking, cliff side view on the course. Looking up and down the coast conveys the true feeling of how sheer and barren are the white cliffs. Napier and the sweeping coast line of Hawk’s Bay to the east of town are in the distance. You are looking down at the spot in Napier where you were just a few hours ago. In the other direction is a beautiful pastoral landscape of green hills and valleys. The view on the sixteenth tee is one to remember forever and you really do not want to leave this special location. 
The front nine starts inland and wanders near the water on the sixth green. Then play goes back inland to the clubhouse. Steep cliffs really come into play on the second nine, and the views get better and better. Most of the course is open and exposed to the elements. Thus, wind is usually the number one hazard at Cape Kidnappers. If it is blowing a manageable 10 mph on the inland holes, the wind force will be at least 30 mph on the holes nearer the water. This is seaside golf on firm and fast turf, with some links-type shots required.

Except for the fifteenth, the fairways are generous in width, and the rough area is also wide. Although there is a view of the water from every hole, water does not directly come into play. However, many steep slopes and precipitous drops can mean lost balls. Most of the 103 bunkers are large and deep with irregular edging. There are even a few pot bunkers such as the mean one just in the middle front of the fourteenth green.

The greens are large to mammoth in size. Many are elevated, and a couple explode out of the ground. The contours include humps, tiers, and false fronts. There are a couple of elephants buried in the sixth green. Some greens have ridges from shoulders coming out of the sides. Even the extremely exposed fifteenth green has a couple of small humps. Greens speed was at a reasonable 9 on the stimp meter. Reading the greens is particularly challenging because seemingly straight short putts have subtle breaks.

A minor negative in the design is some lack of shot variety. Starting with the first green, too many approach shots offer an open right side with generous chipping areas. This shot is usually to an elevated green with bunkers on the left or middle left of the green. Then there is a steep fall-off farther left. Over all, this is just a nitpicking observation and certainly does not detract from the pleasure and scoring challenge at Cape Kidnappers.

A one-of-a-kind hole is the especially narrow par-5 fifteenth, having one of the most intimidating-looking tee shots in golf. The hole is on the next-to-last long finger on the course and measures 650 yards from the back (only 600 yards from the whites). The tees are on the ground, and the straight hole is moderately downhill. The first time on this tee with a 30 mph wind in your face, you have the feeling this is an unbelievably tight tee shot. It looks like trying to thread a thimble with a huge fall-off on the left edge of the fairway and another fall-off with trees just to the right of the fairway. There is no bail-out area. Actually, the fairway is 40 yards wide with another 10 yards of rough. But after that the ball is a goner.

The second-shot landing area is 25 yards wide with 7 yards of rough to a fence on the left. The fence is modest protection because the cliff is scary DANGEROUS. Do not get too close to the edge; the fall is straight down 400 feet. On the right side of the fairway there are all of 10 yards of rough and a steep fall-off of “only” 60 feet. The third shot is just as narrow to a green appearing to be in the Pacific Ocean.

After finishing the round you can sit in the sheep-ranch-style clubhouse, sipping a beer, and marvel at the view of the course and the sparkling water for miles beyond. You might conclude that Julian has done something many have strived for and none before has achieved. His first two courses have been immediately recognized as among the best in the world: the sophisticated Kauri Cliffs and the wild and woolly Cape Kidnappers.  

By November 2007 Cape Kidnappers will be even more enjoyable, with the opening of a lodge (called “The Farm”) and guest quarters, located high above the red-painted farm house on a hill beyond the second green. The facilities will lie 800 feet above the water with spectacular panoramic views. About 45 miles away across Hawke’s Bay the Gibson Mountain range and the Mahia Peninsula are visible.
Our two-night stay was at the Merriwee Country Home in Te Awanga just a few miles from the course. It is a charming large cottage on ten acres with beautiful flowers. The owner is the very friendly Jeanne Richards. At Jeanne’s suggestion we ate at the Craggy Range Winery in the countryside of Havelock North on Thursday evening. For Friday she recommended the Diva Bar & Bistro in “downtown” Havelock North. The area was bustling with activity, mostly with couples in their 20’s and 30’s. Our lamb meal was delicious along with excellent service.
Napier to Wellington

After Cape Kidnappers the next course was in Christchurch in the South Island. There is one direct flight from Napier to Christchurch, but we could not leave the rental car in Napier. So the alternative was to drive to Wellington and fly to Christchurch.
Early on Saturday morning the local news on our radio mentioned a series of earthquakes near Wellington. I had visions of bridges collapsing, roads closed, and the airport shut down. At breakfast Jeanne calmly assured us that earthquakes near Wellington are a common occurrence and take place deep in the ocean.

Amazingly, the only bad-weather day of the trip was on a non-golf day. Heavy rain, almost gale-force winds, and fog spoiled what would have been nice views of mountain ranges. The tough weather also made the drive up and down the steep, winding, narrow road through the high Tararua range a challenge. When we were at the base of the range we could see the road snaking up the mountainsides, and our reaction was, “Are we really going up there!!!”
Clearwater Golf Club
Christchurch, South Island, New Zealand
Opened: March 2002
Designer: John Darby with Bob Charles as consultant

Rated: Not rated by GOLF DIGEST PLANET GOLF 2005.

Located 10 minutes from the international airport, Clearwater offers a little bit of everything on 465 acres -- golf course (private membership, but also public access), resort, and real estate development. The terrain is dead-flat farmland interspersed with natural streams and huge manmade lakes. Water comes into play on 14 holes. Some water hazards are hidden from view off a couple of tees and on a couple of approach shots. At 7,150 yards and par 72, Clearwater is the longest course in New Zealand along with the highest rating of 76.8. A Nationwide Tour event has been held here every February for the past four years. Clearwater’s eighteenth hole was the sixth most difficult on the whole tour.

Other hazard themes are tall and thick tussock (buffalo) grass as well as marram grass. There are 61 bunkers, including five that run into water (holes four, eleven, thirteen, sixteen, and eighteen). The few trees are strategically positioned within the course. The boundary of parts of the course is lined by tall trees. A few out-of-bounds areas lurk. Wind is also a big factor on this exposed setting. The course was in good condition, and the greens ran about 8 ½ to 9. Walking the course pulling a trolley was easy.

Over all, Clearwater is a standard-issue modern resort/real estate development course. The architect made it as interesting as possible on dead flat terrain. It should be played if your travels take you to Christchurch.

Russley Golf Club
Christchurch, South Island, New Zealand
Opened: 1928
Designer: Joe A. Clements; John Harris revisions 1965

Rated: #3 in New Zealand by GOLF DIGEST PLANET GOLF 2005.

At 1 pm on Sunday, November 19, on the first tee with head professional Mike Hastings, along with members Peter Benseman and Peter MacDonald, the weather was not good and it would get worse. It was 55 degrees with dark clouds overhead, and the wind was a cold 35 mph (southerly from Antarctica). At the end of the round the temperature was 45 degrees, and we had battled winds up to about 45 mph.   

Russley is five miles west of downtown Christchurch and near the international airport. The compact course has busy roads on three sides and a technology park on the fourth side. The terrain is a dead-flat riverbed. From the back tees Russley measures 6,635 yards with a par of 72. Each hole is tightly lined by a beautiful variety of tall mature trees (including pines and oaks). The complete left side of the par-5 sixteenth hole is bordered by an attractive 25-foot-high hedge guarding an out-of-bounds area and a busy road. With very narrow tee shots on almost every hole, driving accuracy is very important.

Five of seven non-par 3 holes on the front nine are perfectly straight. All the non-par-3 holes on the back have some sort of bend to them. Water is a factor on only two holes (#6 and #7). Of the 46 bunkers, only thirteen are in fairways (the one of #16 is thin and 100 yards long). The rest of the bunkers are greenside, pinching the entrance to several greens.

The greens really make the course. Some are at ground level and most of the others are only slightly raised. The eighteenth green, now significantly elevated, has just been completely redesigned by Greg Turner, former New Zealand international touring pro and now in the golf-design business. Some of the greens are two-tiered with the ninth green being three-tiered. The very distinctive aspect of the Russley greens is the size; the greens are huge. The deepest is the par-3 eighth at 54 yards. The ninth is 47 yards deep with the third at 43 yards and the tenth 42 yards. The green on the sixth hole is 47 yards wide (with water in front of the entire green). Number thirteen is 45 yards wide (only 13 yards deep on the left side), and number eleven is 44 yards wide. Thus, very good approach putting is essential.

Despite the very cold playing conditions I enjoyed playing the course, along with the warm hospitality of my companions.

Christchurch Golf Club
Shirley, Christchurch, South Island, New Zealand
Opened: 1900
Designer: Des Soutar; revisions Arthur Ham, Sloan Morpeth, Peter Thomson

Rated: #10 in New Zealand by GOLF DIGEST PLANET GOLF 2005.

Several blocks north of the city center is the Christchurch neighborhood called Shirley. Within this location is the Christchurch Golf Club, referred locally as the Shirley Golf Links or just Shirley. After playing the totally flat Clearwater and Russley, I was doubtful of even finding a modest hill anywhere in or around Christchurch. Fortunately, Shirley has some elevation change.

At 8 am on Monday the weather had moderated substantially from the previous afternoon. There was no wind, and early in the round the sky turned sunny as the temperature rose from 50 to 70 degrees.

Shirley is a compact course in a high-density residential area surrounded on three sides by many single-family houses. A busy road borders one side, and another bisects part of the course (similar to Titirangi). Starting at the clubhouse, the first four holes and holes 12 through 18 are on one piece of property. A walk across the busy road is necessary to reach the fifth tee and again after finishing the eleventh hole. From some high points on the inner ring of the course the city skyline and a mountain range in the distance can be seen.

Par is 72 with the back tees measuring 6,912 yards. The next set is 6,608 yards. The fairway landing areas are reasonably generous in width with tall mature trees lurking in the far rough. The driving challenge comes from a combination of strategically placed bunkers and uneven fairway lies. Most of the 79 bunkers have high tops with sand attractively flashed to the top. Slopes and knobs in many fairways produce uneven lies and stances. There are a few semi-blind shots. A little water comes into play on five holes (a narrow river is on the entire left side of holes seven and eight, and a stream winds through the fairways on holes fifteen through seventeen.) An out-of-bounds line runs near the entire right side of the fourth hole, especially at the green, where an OB is on the left side as well. The right side of the fifth hole also has OB and is again fairly tight to the green. 

The medium-to-large sized tricky greens are excellent, both in condition (smooth with a speed of 9 to 10) and in contour (false fronts, slopes, ridges). Immediately there is a double green on hole one (shared with the seventeen green). While playing the third hole you recognize something special starting to happen at Shirley. This downhill 157-yard par-3 green has a mound in front, hiding part of the putting surface. The large semi-round green is almost cut in two by a deep bowl on the entire left side, sloping to a chipping area. The middle of the green slopes to the right toward two deep bunkers. The back of the green slopes to the back toward more chipping area. Getting the ball to stop near the cup is a challenge, and the first putt is also a real test.

I thought Shirley was a wonderful course. It had some rolling terrain, challenging lies in the fairway, interesting bunkers, and exciting green contours. The course and the city of Christchurch are both near the top of places to visit in New Zealand.
Millbrook
Arrowtown, Queenstown, South Island, New Zealand
Opened: March 1993
Designer:  Bob Charles and John Darby

Rated: #9 in New Zealand by GOLF DIGEST PLANET GOLF 2005.

It is about a seven-hour drive south and then southwest from Christchurch to Queenstown. Flying between the two cities is easy (less than an hour in the air), but driving is highly recommended. The route through mountains and beautiful blue lakes is magnificent. At the south end of Lake Tekapo there is a spectacular view looking north to Mount Cook (highest peak in New Zealand at 12,254 feet and part of the snow-capped Southern Alps). Near the Millbrook resort is AJ Hackett Bungy, which is a 140-foot plunge from the Kawarau Bridge. Next to the bridge is a safe viewing area for those staying on the sidelines to just watch (also hear screams) and take pictures of the brave jumpers.

Millbrook is a three-star resort 20 minutes north of Queenstown. It is adjacent to a restored gold mining village called Arrowtown. Development was commenced in the late 1980’s by two New Zealanders with financial backing from Japan. In addition to golf, the resort has a spa, tennis, and swimming, with snow skiing nearby in the Coronet Peak Ski Field. The mountain is 5,415 feet high and the ski season runs from early June to early October. There is also a real estate component with cottages and villas sold for holiday and full-time living. The road entrance to the resort is lined with attractive 100-year-old tall poplar trees. 

The resort and golf course are surrounded by majestic snow-capped, tall, steep rocky mountain ranges. In addition to Coronet Peak, there are Crown Range and The Remarkables. After almost every shot there is a beautiful 360-degree scenic alpine panorama. The base of tall hills is directly on a couple of holes on the back nine. Here some shots are nicely silhouetted against a mountain backdrop.

Millbrook is on a 450-acre former wheat farm. The 7,021-yard par-72 course is in a natural amphitheatre. However, the course property is not flat by any means. There are many elevated tees and greens. The front nine features a high ridge that several holes play up to and down from. There is even a ski-slope feeling to the very uphill eighth green and downhill ninth tee.

There are some trees on the course, but essentially it is open so that wind can be a factor. The hazards are several small ponds, a couple of streams, native tussocks (buffalo grass) in many rough areas, and a few out-of-bounds areas. Most of the greens are open in front with bunkers placed at the sides. The greens are huge to massive in size. Number five is 55 yards deep. Although several greens are two-tiered, most green slopes are modest.

Greg Turner (mentioned in the Russley section), along with Scott Macpherson and Bob Charles, has completed a design for a third nine holes at Millbrook. It will flow through a new half-billion-dollar resort real estate development. In addition there will be a reworking of holes 10, 15, 16, and 18 on the existing course.

Millbrook is an enjoyable resort course in a very beautiful setting.

Invercargill Golf Club (Otatara Links)
Otatara, Invercargill, South Island, New Zealand
Opened: 1900
Designer:  R.C. Butters; remodel Sloan Morpeth

Rated: #8 in New Zealand by GOLF DIGEST PLANET GOLF 2005.

It is a 110-mile three-hour drive south from Queenstown to Invercargill. The first part of the drive is along the spectacular southern part of Lake Wakatipu. This beautiful glacier-created body of water, at 48 miles long and three miles wide, is the third-largest lake in New Zealand. Because mountains rise directly from the shore line the narrow two-lane road on one side presents a tricky driving challenge while on the far side of the lake the sheer mountain sides offer marvelous views. On the driving side The Remarkables has a peak of 7,300 feet, and on the far side the Eyre Mountains’ highest peak is 6,500 feet.

Invercargill is at the bottom tip of the South Island. Thus our trip has now covered almost the entire length of New Zealand. Supposedly the Invercargill Golf Club is the southernmost 18-hole golf course in the world. Just south is Steward Island with a six-hole course. The next stop is Antarctica and the South Pole.

The golf course is five miles west of town with the Foveaux Strait one mile farther to the west and then the Tasman Sea. The course also goes by the name “Otatara Links.” Unfortunately, it is in no way a links course. Almost every hole is lined on both sides by very tall mature trees. In addition, the turf is of a soft texture so that running shots are not practical.

On Tuesday afternoon there is a bright sun with a temperature of 65 degrees. However, the wind is howling at 40 to 50 mph. If Otatara were an exposed links course the wind might have made this round unplayable. Even though the course was sheltered by many tall trees, the wind was still a big factor in the round.

At 6,636 yards with a par of 72, Invercargill is a compact course. The routing is confusing. The diagram on the back of the scorecard is only partially helpful. Holes 1 through 9 are shown with a walk off the fifth green and over the first tee to arrive at the sixth tee. The scorecard then designates every hole on the second nine with the number “1.” Playing by myself, I became discombobulated three times.

At first blush the terrain looks totally flat, but actually there were a few slightly elevated tees and a few elevated or raised greens. There are no water hazards, but there seemed to be thousands of tall trees lining both sides of every hole. Accurate drives and precise approach shots are a must. Some holes are straight, and other have modest dog legs. Many of the fairways have some sort of combination of ridges, humps, lumps, ripples, and waves. For instance the short and extremely tight tree-lined par-5 eleventh has a 25-foot mound smack in the middle of the fairway. A couple of the ridges hide greens.

The greens speed was about eight. Some of the greens are pinched by low-lying bunkers. A few greens are almost flat while a few are really inspired. The short par-4 fifteenth green is 46 yards deep with a false front and two tiers toward the back.

I was glad to have made the trip to Invercargill as I liked playing the course. It was a satisfying ending to a fabulous trip.

USA

The Concession Golf Club

Sarasota, Florida

Opened January 2006

Jack Nicklaus Signature Golf Course

Good friend Mitch Hantman, GOLF DIGEST panelist, strongly recommended a new course in Sarasota, Florida. Just after I played Concession in December it was rated “Best New Private Course” in 2006 by GOLF DIGEST.

There are two reasons to play Concession -- the excellent course and the opportunity to play with the director of golf, Jimmy Wright. Jimmy is a contemporary of Nicklaus and played in 24 majors, including all four in one year (held course record at Carnoustie for many years.) He arrived at Concession before the start of construction so has an intimate knowledge of the design and construction of the holes. Most important, he is a real gentleman, making one’s round enjoyable and informative.
The course receives top grades for difficulty and conditioning. The tips measure 7,470 yards with a slope rating of 155. The more reasonable blues at 6,600 yards have a rating of 146. Because the exquisitely maintained course does play firm and fast there is a fair amount of roll off the tee shot. The real difficulty comes from an abundance of risk-reward shots, mostly involving a mixture of water (13 holes), deep bunkers (75), and trees (tall pines and oaks line almost every hole). And there are always the mean Florida palmetto bushes lurking. Control of tee shots is mandatory, and some holes dictate use of less than a driver.
Most aggressive approach shots to the many perched greens need to be precise, but there are usually plenty of bail-out areas for the faint of heart. The greens average about 5,500 square feet, and many have some very steep shoulders and/or wide humps. Parts of some greens are very shallow, so that missing the pin just fractionally on the wrong side can result in a recovery pitch or chip shot between 10 and 20 yards back up a steep slope to a tight pin. 

Because this is southern Florida the land is basically dead flat, which is always a challenge for the architect. There are a few fairways with some elevation change, and Jack found some higher ground for a few greens placements that provides for some decent variety. Jimmy said Jack did not move much dirt. However, the many water hazards were all man-made, and the dredged material from them had to go some place. Even though the course has only been open one year it is hard to tell what is natural and what is man-made because everything blends so smoothly, with a lot of mature vegetation present.    

The condition of the course and large practice area is magnificent. Every fairway shot has a fine lie, and the greens are pure (stimp about 11). I really liked the firm sand in the bunkers. The sand was shipped in from Ohio, and all bunkers are raked daily by hand (greens staff totals 36).

Concession is a very upscale real estate development, but no homes will be built on the 520 acres occupied by the course. So on most holes there is a total quietness and remoteness. Even though the course occupies a huge about of acreage, it was built for walking and the distance from green to next tee is always modest. A caddy program is in operation.
Scotland/England
Each September, for the past several years, Elaine and I have greatly enjoyed an annual trip to Scotland (St. Andrews) and England (Royal St. George’s). I participate in various R&A events each day (mostly on the Old Course) and then we play nine holes on the sporty Strathtyrum course. After that it is down to Sandwich for five wonderful days. There is a traditional foursome game with Ronnie McAlister, Ronnie Pignatelli, and Bob Breau. This is one of the highlights of the year. On Sunday I play in a foursome match versus the Arabs Cricket Club. I am often asked why this very proper group of Englishmen call themselves Arabs? One connotation of Arabs has to do with being nomads, and this cricket club has no permanent home field. In 2006 I also had the pleasure to play in a team match against the impressive Kent Police.
PGA Tour Pro Chris Tidland

In November 2000 I became involved with a nice young family man and touring pro, Chris Tidland. The arrangement has been a long-term interest-free loan. He was on the PGA Tour in 2001 and the Nationwide Tour from 2002 through 2006. During this time Chris has had some success and has just missed regaining his Tour Card.

In 2006 he began taking lessons from Jim Hardy of “One Plane Swing” fame. In December 2006 Chris recaptured his Tour Card and is doing fairly well in 2007 with the highlight tying for sixth at the AT&T in Atlanta in May. This finish was worth $182,000, so he is about 20% of the way to retaining his Tour Card.
I played with Chris at Karsten Creek in Stillwater, Oklahoma in late May 2007. He hit everything right on the button, so we are all excited about the rest of the year. Stay tuned.
2007 Schedule

Even though the golf-course business is not good and new course construction is down by about 75% from the peak (more courses closed in the USA than opened in 2006), very good new courses continue to be built. In 2007 I have already had the pleasure of playing for the first time:
Georgia: Frederica, Sea Island (Seaside)

South Carolina: Briar’s Creek, Bulls Bay, Kiawah Island (Cassique)
Maryland: Musket Ridge

Delaware: Peninsula

Oklahoma: Karsten Creek, Golf Club of Oklahoma

New Jersey: Bayonne, Liberty National,
In the USA the list of courses I hope to play are:
Arizona: Whisper Rock (2 courses)

Arkansas: The Alotian

California: Mayacama, Monterey Peninsula (Shore)

Colorado: Ballyneal

Connecticut: Lake of Isles (2 courses)

Georgia: Hawks Ridge

Kansas: Flint Hills

Massachusetts: Boston GC, Old Sandwich, The GC at Cape Cod

New Hampshire: Baker Hill, GC of New England, Lake Winnepesaukee

New Jersey: The Ridge at Back Brook
New York: Hudson National, Sebonack

North Carolina: Bright’s Creek, Diamond Creek

Texas: Dallas National, Whispering Pines

Vermont: Ekwanok, CC of Vermont

Wisconsin: Erin Hills

Outside the USA I have a new friend in Japan, TJ Koga owner of THE GOLF TIMES. He has invited me to visit several of the courses where he is a member. We will also play with his scratch golfer friend Kuni Nishimura. Also on this trip I would like to play Nine Bridges in South Korea and some courses in China. I could even conduct some business in China because McCoy Power Reports (MPR) continues to thrive, with China buying a huge amount of electric generating equipment.

Others outside the USA:

Dominican Republic: Cap Cana

Scotland: Brora, Carrick, Castle Stuart, Dalquharran, Renaissance, Rowallan Castle, St. Andrews (Castle), St. Andrews (Yellowstone Club World), and a new course at Machrihanish.
I thank everyone who helped make 2006 another truly memorable year. I am one lucky guy.

Wishing you all the best for 2007.
Bob McCoy.
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