Course of the Week – Boat of Garten

Scotland’s Boat of Garten – stunning good looks belie the stiff challenge

By David Brice / Golf International, Inc.

Boat of Garten is the ultimate hidden gem - the most handsome layout in Scotland is also one of the country’s toughest, yet it remains virtually unknown to visitors.

The Scottish Highlands is certainly one of the most scenically beautiful parts of Scotland, if not the entire world. It rivals the Swiss Alps, Norway’s Fjords and the Canadian Rockies for its stunning good looks and spectacular vistas. 

Even if there were no courses to be found in the region, it would be worth taking a few days away from golf (yes, even on a golf trip) just to experience this example of Mother Nature’s brilliant handiwork. 

But this is Scotland and the place where golf has been one of life’s essential ingredients for centuries. Fortunately for all of us, the Highland region was not overlooked by those master architects of old who understood that aesthetics played as important a role in the design of a good course as any other. The temptation to take full advantage of the natural beauty, leaving behind their indelible imprints, couldn’t be resisted.

The end result is that today the Highlands contain some of the most outstanding layouts to be found in the country. They may not all be household names, in fact many remain little known outside of Scotland, but that only adds to their appeal.

Less crowded, even at the height of the golf season, the totally natural experience of Highland golf is beyond compare and the welcome that awaits any who venture into these parts will be the warmest and most genuine in all Scotland.

The urge to tackle the better-known championship courses of the Highlands should not be resisted – Royal Dornoch and Nairn is a pair of incomparable links layouts, more than worthy of their world-class rankings. 

But restrict your golf to only the links courses and you will be missing the essence of Highland golf and the gems that lie inland, modestly hiding their beauty from the masses.

Boat of Garten Golf Club may be the most brilliant flower in the stunning bouquet of Highland gems that await discovery. 

Dating from 1898, The Boat, as it is affectionately called, is a genius design from James Braid, one of the most revered golf architects of all time.  

This beguiling beauty is considered by most Scots to be the country’s most scenic course but don’t be deceived by her good looks. Boat of Garten has a bite that will quickly take the dreamy look from your eyes and bring you back to reality with a thud. The Boat is anything but a pushover!

Behind those fluttering eyelashes and flirtatious good looks is a devious little devil with plans to upset your day and bring even the low handicappers down to size. 

The set up begins with a quick look at the course card, showing the length of The Boat to be a shade under 6,000 yards. It may seem simple enough and after the very easy opening hole, you can quickly be lulled into a feeling of false security – but then the lady begins to get tough – really tough. 

A downhill drive from the second tee to a narrow, rippling fairway that denies any kind of decent lie, then a rapid change of gears as you climb to the green, framed by ball hungry gorse, sitting audaciously at eye level.

The short third gives a chance to regain your composure, but demands a carry over a field of threatening heather. 

The dramatic, par 5 fourth requires a tee shot down to a cascading fairway protected by a grove of birch trees, then its uphill again to the green. The fifth is no less spectacular and final preparation for the toughest hole on the course and some say, the most difficult in all of Scotland.

Driving from an elevated sixth tee, through an avenue of birches, it’s essential to reach the dogleg to gain sight of the well-protected green that sits on a plateau. Solid hitting and accuracy are the keys to success, with a heavy price to pay for any shot that strays away from the prescribed path.

And so this very testing layout continues without letup, producing a never-ending succession of challenges and variations, demanding concentration ands ability every step of the way. 

Monotony is not in The Boats vocabulary and by the time you eventually reach the demands of the unforgiving closing hole, you will have learned that Boat of Garten is far more than just a pretty face. 

For all of its good looks, this is a layout with character, ready, willing and more than able to take on the most accomplished player and more often than not, Boat of Garten will win. 

For a few ideas on how to include Boat of Garten in your Scottish golf trip, click here.
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