Course of the Week - Belleisle

Unknown to most, Belleisle maybe the best parkland course in all Britain.

By David Brice / Golf International, Inc.

One of Scotland’s great unsung heroes, Belleisle is a unique design from master architect James Braid that remains very much as it was originally laid out 75 years ago. 

Though much of Scotland’s golfing glory is centered on her links courses, these seaside layouts tell only part of the story of the home of golf. There are practically as many inland tracks as there are those buffeted by sea breezes, void of trees and filled with treachery. Among these inland courses are many magnificent jewels, too often overlooked by the visitor.

Granted, a few have achieved fame and none will deny the pedigree of the trio of challenges that reside at Gleneagles – The Kings, Queens and PGA Centenary Courses are to be included in any ranking of Scotland’s most auspicious. In the Highlands, Boat of Garten and Blairgowrie are on the list of the country’s best inland courses, as are Ladybank and The Dukes Course, near St. Andrews.

But this is still only a very small sampling of the inland gems that Scotland has in profusion.

Visitors, more intent on playing its famous links neighbors, Royal Troon, Prestwick and Turnberry, consistently overlook one of the most appealing parkland courses in all Scotland. The few that become aware of Belleisle, quickly lose interest when they learn that it also happens to be a humble municipal course – but then, so too is the most famous golf course of all, St. Andrews Old. 

Those who rush to such a hasty pre-judgment of Belleisle are making a sad mistake. This is not only the best parkland course in Scotland, there are many who consider it to be the best in the British Isles. As for pedigree Belleisle is pure, unadulterated, James Braid.

Braid was brought to Ayr’s Belleisle Estate in 1927 for the sole purpose of designing a distinctively natural course that would take full advantage of the features of the landscape, combining them into holes of true character and challenge. Within a year James Braid had completed his magic and the course was opened.

There has been little done in the way of dabbling with Braid’s original design and the course you play today is virtually the same as he intended it to be - an uncommon pleasure in a 75 year old masterpiece.

At 6,431 yards and playing to a par of 71, the card at Belleisle is a little deceiving as the course is not quite that simple. Generously wide fairways, lined with stately, mature beech trees, act as a further deception. Be warned, Belleisle is no walk in the park.

Mr. Braid’s bunkering is ingenious from start to finish and you will find each of the massive greens to be better than well protected. The greens themselves have undulations that range from subtle to severe to, “you’ve got to be kidding”, many with run-off banks around the edges. Trouble surrounds you on every one, providing a non-stop test of your short game.

Nowhere is this more in evidence than on the par 3’s, totaling five in all. Each is a giant of a short hole and depending on the wind, often requiring long irons. Careful club selection is the order of the day and nerves of steel will definitely be an added benefit.

Opening with a pair of back-to-back par 5’s, there is nothing commonplace about Belleisle and you will be presented with a cocktail of challenges, few have ever experienced before.

Adding a little spice to Braid’s design is a meandering burn that can play havoc on the 16th and don’t forget the trees. They have been around for 100 years or more, growing, spreading and little by little absorbing those generous fairways. By the end of your round you will be questioning whether they are really as generous as at first you thought.

Belleisle may not be well known outside of Scotland, but once you have experienced it, you will be singing its praises to anyone who will listen.

For a few suggestions on how to include Belleisle in your Scottish golf trip, click here.
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