
g a r y l i s b o n p h o t o g r a p h y

What We can learn from short
courses and the argument

against championship length.
By Darius Oliver
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Quality
quantityover

The 18th at RACV
Healesville in Victoria.
(Next page) hole No.4.
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[ architecture ] healesville, vic

I
tseemsabsurd toevenhave
toask thequestion.What’s
more important toyour club,
designqualityor length?

Formanydecision
makers inAustralia, the
answer sadly is lengthand
specifically thatfictitious
andmeaningless title

of a ‘championshipcourse’. Itwould
behard toargue that therewasamore
poisonousphrase ingolf, or equally that
youcould improveacourseby focusing
on ‘championship’ lengthanddifficulty,
insteadofquality and fun.Wehavecomea
longway in this country, but in someareas
there is still aways togo.

An interestingand important case
study inAustralia is theRACVHealesville

CountryClub inVictoria’sYarraValley,
whichmeasures less than5,000metres
fromthe tips andplays toapaltryparof just
68. It’snot the sortof courseyouseebuilt
often in thismodernera.

Atfirst glanceevenseriousgolfersmight
dismissHealesville as tooshort and too
easy. Its longestpar 4 is just 351mand there
arefiveunder 305m.thereare also six
par 3s aswell as twopar 5s around the420m
mark.Longhitters reading this are likely
licking their lips already.

Lost in theexcitementof suchenticing
numbers arebeautiful bunkers anda setof
greencomplexes that strategically reward
finesseover sheer force.Good, longplayers
aredangerousanywherebutgood, accurate
playersdefinitelyhaveanadvantagehere.

WhenAustralianGolfDigestvisited

RACVHealesvilleonegloriousweekend in
Spring,we foundconsensusamonga large
groupofmemberson theoneword thatbest
describes their course: fun. this gamewe
play,first and foremost, ismeant tobe fun.
Suburbancourses aren’t supposed toexist
to test theworld’sbestplayers.they should
exist tobringpleasureandenjoyment to
theirmemberships andnothing sucks
enjoyment fromthegamequicker than
holes theaveragegolfer cannothandle.
Parsdon’tnecessarily comecheaply at
Healesville, but theyaren’t defended to the
death.Virtually anygolfer steppingonto
virtually any teeherehas achanceof at
leastmakingpar. It’s a recipe that regular
players enjoy.

Noneof thememberswemetmentioned
wishing for additional length, or formore
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difficultholes.Theonly frustrationwe
sensedwas fromthosewhoadmitted to
not yetbeingable tofigureout someof the
puttingcontours. Itwasn’t a criticismof
thecourseas such, but ratherof theirown
puttingprowess.

Bycontrast, in recentmonthswehave
spokenwithanumberof clubsaround
Australiawhoseunder-performinggolf
coursesneed refreshingandwhoseprimary
aimseems tobeonmaking themharder.
Harder golf invariablymeans longer
golf,which invariably leads tobothmore
expensivegolf andmore timeconsuming
golf. Sure theremightbea sectionof the
membershipkeen tomake things tougher,
but is that really thedirectionweshouldbe
heading in thisdayandage?

Leaddesigneron theHealesville

redevelopment (2006-09)wasMichael
Cocking,nowapartnerwithOgilvy
ClaytonGolfDesign.Cocking says the
projectwas rarebecause theclient (RACV)
didnot interfere andgavehimthe freedom
tobuild the sortofholeshewanted.The
design teamnever seriously considered
lengthening theexistingcourse, but
instead looked tocreatemore interesting
holes,whichwould reward thoughtful and
imaginativeplay.AsCockingexplains, “My
goal atHealesvillewas tobuildoneof the
best setsof greens in thecountry and to
capture theessenceof thegreat shortpar 4s
and5son theSandbelt.”

Sub-300mholes are certainly back
in fashion and they do look goodon the
scorecard. There is a significant difference,
however, between a strategic teaser that
offers all golfers a glimpse at birdie and
a hole that is simply short. Think the 1st
hole at Royal Sydney, for example,which
is so uncomfortably tight thatmost
players have no choice but to lay back. By
comparison, holes like the 9th and 18th
atHealesville are effective because they
genuinely tempt golfers across the ability
spectrum into taking a gamble from the
tee. They also change dramaticallywith
eachnewpin position.

In the race to stay relevant, it
isn’t surprising that someclubs lean
instinctively towards lengthanddifficulty.
All toooften,however,we forget that fun
andchallengingholes aremoreenjoyable
toplay than longanddemandingones.
It’s true inScotland, thebirthplaceofour
game, and it’s also truehere inAustralia;
whether it’s on theSandbelt, downat
BarnbougleDunesor your localmunicipal
course.While goodplayersoften love the
longerholesmostofusprefer the ‘cute’ par
3sor the reachable4or 5. Sometimes it takes
anexcessively short course likeHealesville
to remindusof thevalueof subtlety and
variety indesign, and thatnippingaprecise
pitch toa sharply angledgreenshouldbe
as important a skill as smashingyourdrive
hundredsofmetresdownthe fairway.

Wearen’t suggestinghere that all clubs
shouldcut theirparback to68, but they
shouldat leastbeopen to the ideaof adrop
from72. Study thebest courses globally and
youquickly seehowarbitrary thenotion

of a standardised72par golf course really
is.Among theworld’sTop10courses, for
instance,PineValley,RoyalDornochand
ShinnecockHills are all par 70s.Royal
CountyDown,Oakmont,Muirfieldand
Ballybunionare71s. Furthermore, each
ofStAndrews(Old),Merion, Shinnecock
Hills andPineValleyhasonly twopar 5s,
just like atHealesville.Whyagaindoesyour
club insist on four?

FurtherdowntheWorldTop100 list,
the likesofSwinleyForest,RyeandWest
Sussex inEnglandareall superbcourses
withapar in thehigh60s.Each ismuch
longer thanHealesville, buthaseithermore
par 3s thanstandardor fewerpar 5s, or
both.Fewvisitinggolfers areevenawareof
the shorterparwhen theyplayhere.

As we know, one of the biggest
challenges facing course designers these
days is the widening gap between the
distances strong professionals hit and
the average amateur. The answer can’t
always be back tees. Often it’s shorter
holes, lower pars or more interesting
greens and bunkers. The average club
golfer, for example, loves par 3s while
the professionals generally struggle in
comparison to the 4s and 5s. It doesn’t
really seem tomake sense, therefore,
that in this modern era the industry
standard isn’t to havemore par 3s than
par 5s. If an industry like ours needs
standards, then themodern par should
really be 70, not 72.

Golf faces seriouschallenges in this
countryover comingyears, andclubscan’t
justpay lip service to thenotionof their
courses existing for thepleasureof their
members. If harddecisionsneed tobemade
andchanges toyour layout are required, it’s
important toaskacoupleof fundamental
questions.Dowereallyneedaparof 72?
Dowereallyneed tomarketourselves as a
‘championshipcourse’?Andshouldwebe
makingholesharderormore fun?Around
atRACVHealesvillewithanopenmind
might just change theperspectiveof those
whoansweredyes toanyof theabove.

DariusOliver is a golf course design
consultant and theauthor ofPlanetGolf and
PlanetGolfUSA,whichareavailable via
planetgolf.com.au.
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