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Introduction 
The golf course at Leongatha Golf Club is a course 

that punches above its weight.  For the past 4 years 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ Ƙŀǎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ DƻƭŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜΩǎ 

Top 100 Public Access Golf Courses in Australia.   No 

other course on the list has revenue, maintenance 

budget or greens staff numbers as low as Leongatha.  

The quality of the course design and the condition 

of the course is something that all members can not 

only enjoy, but be immensely proud of.    

There are many reasons why the course manages to 

be so much with so little, including:   

¶ The course is located on a site eminently 

suitable for good golf with soil that 

promotes good drainage and good growth 

of grass.   

¶ The natural undulations of the site provide 

a variety of interesting golf holes.   

¶ The club hired a good golf course architect 

to assist with the laying out and design of 

the golf course.  Although the layout of the 

course is not without fault, the variety of 

interesting and natural locations chosen 

for the greens sets the course apart from 

the majority of golf courses. 

¶ The course is a very natural golf course.  

This not only provides a great experience 

for the golfer but also aids in efficient 

maintenance. 

¶ The culture of the golf club and the active 

participation of its members has ensured 

steady and cost effective improvement 

without forgetting the history of the golf 

course. 

This Strategic Review of the Golf Course aims to 

provide direction for the next 10 to 15 years of 

capital works.  The document should not be read as 

a scope of work.  As has been the case throughout 

the history of Leongatha Golf Club, the ability to 

perform capital improvements to the golf course 

can be partly dependent on outside factors such as 

government grants, extraordinary fundraising and 

the availability of expertise at below market rates.   

As such this document should be seen as a 

document to refer to so that when resources are 

available, there is a reference that clearly highlights 

what the strengths and weaknesses of the golf 

course are and provides information on how to 

carry out changes to the golf course that: 

¶ Are Improvements and not just changes; 

¶ Offer value for money; 

¶ Are in line with the existing character of 

the golf course; and 

¶ Are in line with principles of good golf 

course design. 

In many instances at Leongatha Golf Club, the 

impetus to make changes to the golf course will be 

to improve the turf conditions.  In these instances, 

the role of the document will be to ensure that any 

change to the course for turf reasons also considers 

the opportunity to improve the design of the course 

and the potential risk of harming the design of the 

course. 

Following member surveys and forward planning 

by the greens committee, the following areas were 

deemed to be highest priority: 

¶ Tees with poor drainage: 6th and 9th. 

¶ Tees with uneven surfaces :11th, 13th and 

16th. 

¶ Paths throughout the golf course.   

¶ Greens with excessive slope: 4th, 6th, 7th, 

9th, 13th, 14th and 16th. 
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Vern Morcom was the superintendent at Kingston Heath from 

1928 to 1967.  His father was the long-time superintendent at 

Royal Melbourne and Morcom worked on implementing and 

constructing the designs of world renowned golf architect Alister 

MacKenzie at both Royal Melbourne and Kingston Heath.  Today 

both courses are rated in the ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǘƻǇ ол ƎƻƭŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΦ  ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ 

superintendent at Kingston Heath Morcom was an architect and 

consultant to over 70 golf courses. 

Course Design Principles 

The golf course as it exists today generally reflects 

the design principles instigated by the course 

architect Vern Morcom in the late 1950s.  It is 

recommended that any changes to the course 

generally follow these principles and this report has 

been prepared with this in mind.  The reasoning for 

this is as follows: 

¶ It is important that the course has a 

coherent style across the full 18 holes and 

the club does not have the budget or 

ambition to change the style of the whole 

course. 

¶ The style of the course is excellent.  

Morcom was a very good architect and his 

style has endured.  His best courses (Long 

Island, Spring Valley, Grange West, Royal 

Hobart among others) have maintained 

their strong standing in the game since 

their time of construction, as have the 

courses of his mentor, Alister MacKenzie 

(Royal Melbourne, Cypress Point, Kingston 

Heath and others).  Modern architects 

such as Tom Doak have also had great 

success building courses with similar 

design principles to those used by 

MacKenzie and Morcom. 

The following references have been used to 

understand aƻǊŎƻƳΩǎ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ tǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ 

assist in the preparation of this report: 

¶ aƻǊŎƻƳΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ Ǉƭŀƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƭŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ 

at Leongatha Golf Club. 

¶ MorcoƳΩǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎƻƭŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΦ  Iƛǎ оф year 

career as builder and superintendent at 

Kingston Heath is of particular relevance, 

ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǇ 

30 courses in the world.  Although his 

designs have been altered over the years, 

the courses at Spring Valley, Long Island 

and Grange West are also of great 

relevance, as is Royal Melbourne, one of 

tƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƎƻƭŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

Morcom assisted with construction. Whilst 

these courses have different topography, 

soil, vegetation and budget to Leongatha, 

there are common themes and design 

principles that provide a great indication 

as to what are the great qualities of 

Leongatha and what can be improved.   

¶ ! ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ άMaking a Golf 

Courseέ ŀǳǘƘƻǊŜŘ ōȅ aƻǊŎƻƳ ƛƴ мфоу 

where Morcom briefly describes his 

principles of golf course architecture. 

¶ !ƭƛǎǘŜǊ aŀŎYŜƴȊƛŜΩǎ ǘǿƻ ōƻƻƪǎ ς The Spirit 

of St Andrews and Golf Architecture.  Vern 

aƻǊŎƻƳ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ aŀŎYŜƴȊƛŜΩǎ 

direction at Royal Melbourne and Kingston 

Heath and MacKenzieΩǎ ōƻƻƪǎ generally 

offer more expansive thoughts of 

aƻǊŎƻƳΩs views.  

¶ Tom 5ƻŀƪΩǎ мффл ōƻƻƪ άAnatomy of a Golf 

CourseέΦ   ¢Ƙƛǎ ōƻƻƪ ǳǇŘŀǘŜǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ 

aƻǊŎƻƳ ŀƴŘ aŀŎƪŜƴȊƛŜΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

context of modern construction and 

maintenance techniques. 
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Three excellent books on the theory and practicality of golf course design and maintenance ς an invaluable resource for all golf course staff and 

committees. 
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General Design Principles 
Before reviewing the individual features and holes 

on the golf course, it is important to look at the 

general design themes that run through the course 

and their strengths and weaknesses. 

An Enjoyable Challenge for all 
Golfers 
One of the pillars of Alister Mackenzie and Vern 

aƻǊŎƻƳΩǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǎǘȅƭŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ a test and 

pleasant experience for all level of golfers.   

ά!ǎ ǘƘŜ Ŏƭǳō ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ нт ƘŀƴŘƛŎŀǇ Ƙŀǎ Ŝǉǳŀƭ 

claims with the club champion to the pleasures a 

round gives, it is of the greatest importance that 

every hole be susceptible to real playing by every 

type of golfer.  The brain and brawn of the best 

must be provided for while even for the beginner 

the hole must have ōŜǎƛŘŜǎ ƛǘΩǎ ƳŜǊŜ ƭŜƴƎǘƘΣ ƛǘǎ 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦέ  

Vern Morcom 

"The cardinal principle in golf architecture is to 

design a links that will be extremely testing for 

the expert and yet relatively simple for the dub. 

Those apparently contradictory aims are not 

actually incompatible. It is entirely possible to 

build a course that will give the duffer a 

reasonable chance to enjoy golf and yet harry 

the top notcher savagely" 

Alister Mackenzie 

One of the greatest strengths of Leongatha is that it 

provides a challenge for the good golfer whilst 

being manageable for the lesser skilled golfer. 

Statistically this ƛǎ ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ 

ΨScratch RatingΩ and relatively low ΨSlope RatingΩ.   

The following features contribute to this: 

¶ The fairways and playing corridors are 

generous enough in width to give the 

average golfer a reasonable chance of 

keeping his ball in play.   

¶ The greens are generally open at the front, 

allowing the weaker golfer to bounce the 

ball onto the greens.   

¶ Bunkers are used wisely but sparingly.  

Slopes around greens are not as daunting 

as bunkers for the lesser golfer, but not 

significantly easier than bunkers for the 

expert golfer to recover from.   

¶ The greens and areas around the greens 

are significantly contoured.  By providing 

challenge at the green end of the hole, 

there is less need to challenge the golfer 

with features such as hole length and 

narrow fairways that disproportionately 

challenge and dishearten weaker golfers.   

¶ There are no long forced carries on the golf 

course. 

All future works at Leongatha should done with the 

thought of providing an enjoyable challenge to all 

golfers.     

Practical Design 
Practical Design is the design elements that ensure 

the safety of the golfer and the efficient 

maintenance of the golf course.    

Famous American golf course architect Pete Dye is 

ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άфр҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ƛǎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ 

ŘǊŀƛƴŀƎŜ ƭƻƻƪ ƎƻƻŘΦέ tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƎƎŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘ 

the easiest way to have adverse playing conditions 

is to have excess water in areas of high foot and cart 

traffic, most notably on and around the greens, 

bunkers and tees.   

In all design decisions, the long term health of turf 

(and bunkers) should be considered, along with 

creating efficient maintenance practices.  The 

safety of the golfers should also be a practical 

consideration. 
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Balance of Holes 
±ŜǊƴ aƻǊŎƻƳ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ 

laid out with any dictation of par or standard 

scratch score but in such a way that a player will get 

the greatest variety of shots possible from the 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅέΦ  At Leongatha he largely succeeded in 

doing this.   

There is a good variety in hole lengths as well as 

uphill, downhill and sidehill shots.  The locations of 

the greens are on varied terrain and each hole is 

memorable in its own right.   

The one weakness in his design is the proliferation 

of left to right doglegs on the course.    As well as 

being repetitive, the doglegs often turn sharply at a 

distance more suited to 1950s golf and this can be 

restrictive and provide too much incentive for 

conservative play.   

There are a few opportunities on the course to 

lessen the effect of the left to right doglegs.  An 

ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aƻǊŎƻƳΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ Ǉƭŀƴ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

the 6th and 13th holes were not originally designed 

to bend significantly around trees and instead had 

rough ground and hazards on the corner of the 

dogleg that the player would be challenged to carry.  

It is possible to re-introduce these features from 

the original design and lessen the severity of the left 

to right doglegs on these holes.   

Par 70 courses are relatively uncommon amongst 

top Australian courses however it should be noted 

ǘƘŀǘ мп ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘΩǎ ¢ƻǇ пл ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇŀǊ ƻŦ 

70 (Golf Digest 2016) and there should be no need 

to ever change the par of the course for any reason 

other than to make holes more interesting.   

Strategic Design 
Strategic design is the ability of a golf course to give 

a golfer a variety of options on how to play a hole 

ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƭŦŜǊΩǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ŀnd confidence on 

the day.  A well designed strategic golf course not 

only punishes and rewards the golfer for their 

execution but also their decision making.  The 

course will be more interesting and rewarding to 

play over time as it allows each golfer to take on 

challenges that suit their playing ability. 

There is much strategic merit in the golf course at 

Leongatha.  The tilted greens not only challenge 

putting but influence approach and recovery shots 

and sometimes drives.  Often the golfer will have to 

choose how aggressive or conservative they will be 

with an approach shot depending on their 

confidence on the day.   

A well-executed aggressive shot may set up a 

chance of birdie whilst a slightly miscued shot might 

make par difficult, especially if missing the green 

above the hole.  

Whilst the golfer at Leongatha is often making 

decisions as to where to hit their approach shot, 

there is less emphasis on where to hit drives.  Often 

the well treed doglegs will inhibit an aggressive shot 

from the tee and the number of realistic options 

available to the golfer will be reduced.  This is a 

weakness that can be addressed in a few instances. 

Natural Beauty 
άIt should be taken as a general principle that no 

matter what work is done on a golf course, it 

should have in addition to playing point a beauty 

that fits in with the scene.  Any feature that can 

be put on a golf course can be beautifully put 

there.   Make easy natural slopes and curves, 

and keep to the straight line principle as far as 

practicable.  In addition to providing a pleasant 

appearance, this will reduce the cost of 

maintenance.έ 

 Vern Morcom 

The minimalist construction of the golf holes at 

Leongatha generally enhance but do not overpower 

the natural beauty of the site and this principal 

should be kept in mind for all future works. 
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Greens 
The heart of any golf course is the green complexes.  

That is the greens and the areas around the greens 

where short game shots are played.  The greatest 

design strength at Leongatha Golf Club is the green 

complexes.  Each green complex has its own 

challenges and character but they work together as 

a set with a similar style.   

One of the great features of the greens is the 

significant slope and tilt of the greens.  This not only 

tests putting but also execution and decision 

making on all other shots as they often provide a 

safe miss below the hole and a bad miss above the 

hole, giving the golfer a chance to play aggressively 

or conservatively.  This is a feature that is common 

ǘƻ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƎƻƭŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΦ 

 The reconstruction of the greens is one of the 

major tasks facing Leongatha Golf Club over the 

next ten years.  The reconstruction is 

predominantly to replace the soil mix and improve 

the health of the turf but there will be holes where 

alterations can be made to the greens to reduce 

slopes that are unsuitable at current green speeds  

and increase the number of possible pin positions.   

When the greens at Leongatha are rebuilt great 

care must be taken to not soften the greens any 

more than is needed.  The greens are very well 

designed and the character of all greens should be 

preserved.  It should not be underestimated how 

difficult it is to achieve this and care must be taken 

in the rebuilding process.  It would be wise to start 

by rebuilding one of the simpler greens on the 

course that required little change of slope so that 

the methodology can be perfected before 

attempting to rebuild more difficult greens. 

In determining a suitable slope for a pin position a 

general rule of thumb should be a stimpmeter 

reading of 10.5 and that the hole should be cut on 

a slope of no more than 3%.   Some greens at 

Leongatha have large areas that slope at 5-7% that 

would have been suitable for the much slower 

green speeds of the 1960s but are close to un-

ǇƛƴƴŀōƭŜ ŀǘ ƎǊŜŜƴ ǎǇŜŜŘǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ƎƻƭŦŜǊΦ  

Whilst some clubs will have green speeds higher 

than 10.5, it is not recommended that the greens at 

Leongatha ever role much faster than this because 

it is costly to prepare, stresses the grass more and 

would require the greens to be flatter and less 

interesting. 

±ŜǊƴ aƻǊŎƻƳ ǿǊƻǘŜ άGreen surfaces should have 

slight undulation, with the main work of this nature 

done around the edges, with plenty of flat spaces 

for the pin. These flat spots need not by any means 

ōŜ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ōǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǇƭŀƴŜέ  

This is especially true at Leongatha where the small 

greens leave little room for rolls and ridges within 

the green.  To reduce the slope on greens the 

earthworks should start on the edge of the green 

ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǘΩǎ ǿŀȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ǎƻ ŀǎ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ǘƘŜ 

creation of ridges within the green.  On a green 

such as the 9th, which slopes severely from back to 

front, the options for reducing the slope of the 

green would be to lower the back of the green or 

raise the front of the green.  Given the length of the 

hole and the number of long running approaches 

played into the green it does not make sense to 

raise the front of the green significantly and 

therefore the reduction of the slope of the green 

should primarily be achieved by lowering the back 

of the green and flattening the slope of the green 

from there.   

The gentle changes in slope within greens such as 

the 12th and 17th are an ideal model for what 

variations of slope are practical to design within a 

green.   
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It is currently proposed to rebuild the greens using 

the same specifications as used in the practice 

putting green as the results of this rebuild have 

been very pleasing.  This will require the removal 

and replacement of approximately 300-400mm 

depth of material at each green site.   

The following methodology is proposed.   

1. Map the current green taking levels and 

slope readings at regular intervals 

2. Take copious photos of the current green 

from all angles.   

3. Identify areas of the greens where any 

design changes are required.  

4. Strip the turf off the green.   

5. Reshape the existing green to proposed 

design where desired and check that the 

character of the green is not lost and that 

slopes are acceptable. 

6. Remove 400mm of soil (depth to be 

confirmed) from the top of the green. 

7. Install drainage. 

8. Place 400mm of growing medium on green. 

9. Lay turf or seed green. 
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The deeper, more dramatic bunkering of the 14th hole below and the 

older, flatter bunker above.   

The improvements to the bunkers on the17th hole are evident in 

the before  (above) and after (below) photos. 

Bunkers and other Hazards 

The number of bunkers at Leongatha is close to 

optimum.  It is difficult to think of a green that could 

be improved with an additional greenside bunker.  

The variety of slopes around the greens provide 

ample challenge and variety for the golfer and it is 

generally unlikely that a bunker could improve the 

challenge.  Throughout his career Morcom 

encouraged the use of mounds, slopes, and hollows 

as a substitute for bunkers and Leongatha is a great 

example of how these features can be used 

effectively on a course with a low maintenance 

budget.   

There are places on the course where fairway 

bunkers could improve a hole however they are not 

currently a priority of the club and are not focussed 

on in this report.   

All the bunkers at Leongatha have recently been 

rebuilt.  The rebuilding process has been largely a 

success with a significant improvement in the 

appearance of the bunkers.  The following 

recommendations are made with regard to the 

ongoing design and maintenance of the bunkers. 

The bunkers lips should have an appearance of grey 

soil along their edges.  Where reddish clay fill is 

visible along the edge of the bunker this should be 

replaced with sod or dark soil. 

Where alterations are made to bunkers, the priority 

should be to improve the playability and ease of 

maintenance of the bunker.  There are bunkers that 

could be improved aesthetically with reshaping 

however the level of improvement is unlikely to 

outweigh the cost unless the bunker is also being 

improved for maintenance or playability reasons.   

The bunkers on the right of the 2nd hole, the left of 

the 6th, the 13th fairway, and the left of the 15th hole 

should have rough grown on the side of the bunker 

away from the hole to connect the bunker to the 

rough line and soften the appearance of the bunker.  

The west course at The Grange is a good example of 

a Morcom course where many bunkers are 

surrounded by fairway but bunkers closer to the 

rough line are connected to the rough.   
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Top: Short cut Santa Ana grass around the 17th green is an 

excellent feature, as are the gentle curves in the fairway.   

Middle: The generous 10th fairway allows plenty of room to keep 

the ball on the short grass, the gentle curves of the edge of the 

fairway look uncontrived and appealing. 

Bottom: The fairway line of the right hand side of the 6th hole 

looks and plays poorly.  The underlying issue is the excessive 

slope of the fairway. 

Fairways 
There are very few areas where improvements 

could be suggested for the fairways.  The selection 

of Santa Ana couch grass has been a great 

development for the club and the implementation 

of the planting was excellent.  

The fairways are of generous width without being 

excessive, the fairway edges follow sensible lines 

and the turfing of short cut Santa Ana couch around 

many of the greens is excellent and a standout 

feature of the course. 

The only major issue with the fairways is the slope 

of the fairways on the 6th and 8th holes where the 

Santa Ana fairway grass has been allowed to grow 

higher than fairway height so as to stop balls rolling 

off the fairways along the right hand side of the 

holes.   

Whilst this is a cheap solution to the problem of 

excessive slope on the fairways it is not a 

satisfactory long term solution, and alternatives 

should be considered in the medium term.   These 

are discussed further in the individual hole 

recommendations.   

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  


