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Getting to 18, is a newly published work by Renaissance Golf Design, written by Tom Doak and 

produced in a one-time limited edition print run of 1,500 copies. The title is a double entendre 

referencing the fact that you have to find eighteen holes when you route a golf course, and because 

the book features eighteen courses that Tom and his team designed. The book’s introduction was 

written by fellow architect Bill Coore. They say that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery and 

Coore gives the ultimate compliment to Doak, admitting that he borrowed ideas from Tom’s 

routing at Pacific Dunes when he routed Friar’s Head. 

This book is different than Doak’s other works: The Confidential Guide series are essentially travel 

guides and critiques. His Little Red Book contains snippets of wisdom and outlines his design 

philosophy. Getting to 18 is a master class in how to route a golf course. It begins with the basics 

and gives the reader a guide on how to read a topographic map and then gets into a primer on 

routing. 

A sample from the introductory chapter: “Finding a great routing would be a complex puzzle if 

only solved in two dimensions – Giving the holes a variety of lengths and appearances, changing 

direction so the wind is in play from all quarters, making the greens and tees close together, and 

avoiding playing into the rising or setting sun. That’s how most golfers think of it. But on the best 

land for golf courses, the puzzle has to be solved in three dimensions. The holes not only have to 

fit together, but they also have to fit the topography. On hilly ground, the exercise is akin to an 

engineer finding the path of least resistance to lay out a road. There are also views to consider – 

or avoid – and mature trees to preserve, none of which will show up on our maps. At some point, 

a designer has to give up on the maps, go out and walk the property, and find features to bring 

back to the drawing board. There is no solution coming in next week’s newspaper, as there was 



for the Sunday crossword. We have to keep working on alternatives until we’re confident we’ve 

arrived at the best one.” 

 

A topographical map from Getting to 18 

Tom decided to organize the book chronologically in the order he designed the courses, which 

works well because you can follow how his thinking evolved over time. It is also insightful to learn 

how he won the mandate to design each course and other personal details. Although not his intent, 

the fact that he freely and honestly shares details (even his failures) about his life and his evolution 

as an architect makes the book as close to a biography as we will probably get. Being a skilled 

designer is only part of the equation. I found it fascinating to learn details of the diplomatic and 

political skills required to work with a diverse set of developers/owners. The courses featured in 

the book are: 

1. High Pointe – Michigan (1989) 

2. The Legends – South Carolina (1990) 

3. Black Forest – Michigan (1991) 

4. Charlotte Golf Links – North Carolina (1993) 

5. Stonewall Old – Pennsylvania (1993) 

6. Quail Crossing – Indiana (1997) 

7. Beachtree – Maryland (1998) 

8. Lost Dunes – Australia (1999) 

9. Riverfront – Virginia (1999) 

10. Apache Stronghold – Arizona (1999) 

11. Atlantic City Country Club – New Jersey (2000) 

12. Village Club of Sands Point – New York (2000) 

13. Pacific Dunes – Oregon (2001) 

14. Stonewall North – Pennsylvania (2003) 

15. The Rawls Course – Texas (2003) 

16. Cape Kidnappers – New Zealand (2004) 



17. Barnbougle Dunes – Australia (2004) 

18. St. Andrews Beach – Australia (2004) 

My favorite chapters were the ones about Pacific Dunes, Cape Kidnappers and Barnbougle Dunes 

primarily because I have played them and like them so much; it was fascinating to understand the 

“why” behind what makes them so good. Tom’s descriptions of his interactions with owners such 

as Julian Robertson and Mike Keiser make for good reading. Especially insightful are memos that 

Mike Keiser wrote to Doak giving him feedback and suggestions for improvement about courses 

still in the design phase. His feedback, however, about holes 4-8 at Barnbougle was simply 

“WOW!,” a sensation you still have the first time you play it. Having said that, it was also 

interesting to read about some of his less well known courses such as Beachtree in Maryland and 

Sands Point Club in New York. 

 

A page from Getting to 18 showing how the sand dunes at The Legends in Myrtle Beach 

influenced the routing of the course 

The book uses what I would call a “case study” format, ie, rather than simply being about one 

particular course, Tom also drills down into a finer point of routing and architecture and uses the 

routing decisions to amplify a specific subject. For example, the chapter on Beachtree is titled 

“Winding Around Wetlands,” and the one the Rawls Course chapter is titled “Accounting for 

Wind.” 

The book also includes a bonus chapter on the Sheep Ranch at Bandon and another on “Dead 

Projects,” which are those that never came to fruition, including work at Erin Hills and 

“Kidnappers Farm” in Tasmania.  

When Doak attended Cornell University in the late 1970s he knew he wanted to design golf courses 

but there was no “golf course architecture” major, so he made up his own curriculum. (As an aside, 

there is still no college program in the United States where you can graduate with a degree is golf 



course design, the closest being a degree in turf grass science or landscape architecture. The 

College of Art in Edinburgh, Scotland, offers a graduate-level certificate in golf course 

architecture.) 

I would presume that for aspiring architects that Getting to 18 would be a key part of any 

curriculum going forward, joining other master works such as George Thomas’s Golf Architecture 

in America, Robert Hunter’s The Links, Mackenzie’s Golf Architecture and Wethered and 

Simpson’s The Architectural Side of Golf. I would also note that this is not the first book dedicated 

to routing a golf course, as Forrest Richardson published Routing the Golf Course : the Art and 

Science that Forms the Golf Journey in 2002. 

This new work is not one that you can put on the bookshelf. By design, it is a big book, measuring 

18 inches long by 12 inches wide. This was done so that the hand drawn illustrations and 

topographical maps would be easy to read rather than being squished onto a standard format book 

page. The visuals work very well, an image of Barnbougle Dunes in Tasmania below makes the 

point. 

 

A full-page image of Barnbougle Dunes with the sun setting shows that doing a large format 

book was a good decision 

Heretofore there was no definitive way to certify someone as a golf architecture geek. Now there 

is. If you love this book, you’re one. And I must say that the book surprised me; I was skeptical 

that I would like it because I’m normally more interested in just enjoying a course and thought it 

would be too much to delve into the details of how the sausage was made. After reading through 

it though, I found it fascinating.  

Armchair architects have more to look forward to, as this is the first of what will be a two-part set, 

the second volume will likely be completed in two or three years. 

                 

     -- John Sabino 


