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Welcome
I had a lot of fun putting 
together this list. Of course, there 
was a lot of work in gathering 
opinions, cross-checking those 
views and researching courses 
I don’t know, but I find the 
X Factor lists the easiest to 
compile because I am more 
certain about what kind of golfer 
I am doing them for.

And in this first edition of this 
Top 100, what constitutes 
X Factor became even more 
closely defined in comparison to 
the GB&I and Continental Europe 
versions of it.

Courses can get into those 
GB&I and Continental Europe 
lists for their setting, their 
tournament pedigree, their 
dramatic holes or their 
conditioning. Setting is by far the 
dominant category, but those 
others do play a part, too.

However, because the level of 
quality in a World list is  
naturally so much higher, I 
decided it would focus on the 
most spectacular settings, with 
the addition of a handful of 
courses whose allure centres 
around their staging of the 
biggest tournaments.

That’s what you will see unfold 
over the next 37 pages – yes, this 
Top 100 really is that big. There 
are 91 entries based on setting 
and nine principally for their 
hosting of the Ryder Cup, a major 
or The Players (I’m giving one 
entry away there). There are four 
of the 91 that are in the list 
mainly for their setting, but 
whose position is enhanced by 
the events they have hosted. 

This is my definition of X 
Factor, so before you even start 
looking at the 1-100 itself, you 
may well disagree with what I 
think constitutes it. When I first 
produced an X Factor list in 2020, 
my aim was to create a ranking 
for those who aren’t as 
interested in the nuances of golf 
course architecture as the other 
lists I produce tend to attract. 
Not everyone is, and this list is 
for them. 

Some might say it is more 
superficial and shallow. More of 
a sugar rush and less of 
a cerebral, slow burn. It might be! 
But I think that’s fine. Not 
everyone wants subtlety and 
quirkiness; some want jaw-
dropping aesthetics and 
dramatic carries over the edge of 
cliffs. And I do think lots of 
golfers love to play where the 
very biggest tournaments in the 
game have been held.

In fact, I’d go as far as to say 
that because our panel have 
played The Open and Ryder Cup 
venues, my feeling is they 
underestimate what a thrill it is 
for those who haven’t had 
a chance to play there. After all, 
Carnoustie isn’t anything to look 
at, but it’s my opinion that most 
golfers would love to tackle it for 
its exacting reputation, as well as 
to see what all the fuss was 
about with Jean van de Velde.

I think that is the epitome of 
X Factor, albeit in a very different 
way from playing right on the 
edge of the cliffs in Canada, the 
Dominican Republic et al.

Helping me compile this 
inaugural World X Factor list 
were Jacob Sjoman, Harris 
Kaplan, Ian Poysden, Quentin 
Lutz, Alex Frolish, Ed Butler, John 
Ainsworth, Kieran Bell, David 
Jones and Thomas Dean. Others 
fed into it with expertise in their 
own particular areas, but this 
group are the world travellers 
with the crucial ability to 
compare across countries. I have 
played 62 of the 100, with my big 
gaps in knowledge in Australia 
and especially New Zealand, as 
well as Asia and some of the US.

Putting this list together 
whetted my appetite to get to 
many more of this 100, and I 
hope it does similarly for you. 

I’d be interested to know what 
you think of the choices, and 
whether my definition of X Factor 
chimes with you.

Chris Bertram,
Top 100 Courses Editor

AUGUSTA NATIONAL 
GEORGIA, USA 

In a list dominated by 
spectacular coastal settings, the 
winner is a tree-lined inland 
course. But this, as you don’t 
need telling, is no ordinary 
place. The host of the Masters 
has a mystique that I believe  
will have it at the top of the wish 
list of the majority of golfers, 
and for that reason  
the towering pines of this 
Georgia institution finishes at 

the summit of a list of jaw-
dropping courses and locations. 

Several of the panel have 
played here and none 
questioned the decision to have 
it at No.1 – and neither, as you 
might expect, did any of those 
who haven’t played it. 

The iconic holes, the drama, 
the exclusivity and the feeling 
that with every stride you are 
following in the footsteps of the 
greats of the game, add up to  
the World X Factor No.1.

1
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LOFOTEN LINKS 
LOFOTEN ISLANDS, NORWAY 

Continental Europe’s clear No.1 as a 
result of a setting that is breathtakingly 

beautiful. Look one way and your eyes 
gaze over rippling fairways and rocky 

coves towards the Norwegian Sea. Look 
the other and mountains are the backdrop 
to the holes. The dog-leg 1st over the edge 

of the bay and the iconic 2nd to a tiny, 
rock-encased green form an electric start 

to a mesmeric, unforgettable course. 

TOP

CYPRESS POINT 
CALIFORNIA, USA 

Another Alister MacKenzie design, 
this time his work is draped over 
California clifftops which, as you 
can see, includes some truly epic 
holes. It’s hosted two Walker Cups 

and the Pebble Beach Pro-Am for 
many years. 

“It may have the greatest four-
hole stretch of golf anywhere in the 
world and has a better piece of land 
than Pebble,” said one panellist. 
“No.2 is the least it deserves.”

2
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CABOT ST LUCIA 
(POINT HARDY) 

GROS ISLET, ST LUCIA 
Coore & Crenshaw made 
the most of an 
aesthetically promising 
but awkward clifftop site 
of significant undulation 
to create a jaw-dropping 
course with nine greens 
perched above the 
Atlantic. The routing along 
1.5 miles of Caribbean 
coastline results in a third 
of the course being  
utterly spellbinding. 

4
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9 CABOT CAPE BRETON (CLIFFS) 
NOVA SCOTIA, CANADA 

Your phone camera will be working overtime on at least 12 
holes of this Canadian beauty. The start and especially the 
end are scintillating, with holes tantalisingly on the edge of, 
and across, the bluffs. 

12 SHANQIN BAY 
HAINAN ISLAND, CHINA 

This Coore & Crenshaw design on Hainan Island, China’s 
southernmost point, incorporates beach, sea, cliff and 
mountain views on a rollercoaster journey that leaves little  
in the tank. 

8 ST ANDREWS (OLD) 
FIFE, SCOTLAND 

I’d have it a touch higher personally as it has enormous 
X Factor for most golfers in terms of history and Open 
moments. But I accept it is modest aesthetically, relative to 
others in this list. 

6 TRUMP TURNBERRY (AILSA) 
AYRSHIRE, SCOTLAND 

The very least it deserves. The Ailsa marries stunning 
beach-edge holes, some of which are wrapped around the 
iconic lighthouse, plus follow-in-the-footsteps glamour of the 
‘Duel in the Sun’. 

5 OLD HEAD OF KINSALE 
CORK, IRELAND 

Oozes drama and beauty from so many of its clifftop fairways. 
As you play the 1st you’re wondering what all the fuss is 
about; by the time you walk off the 4th green, you’ve got  
your new screensaver. 

11 ARDFIN 
JURA, SCOTLAND 

This remote island course is set down over fairways that sit 
on the edge of cliffs hundreds of metres above the Sound  
of Islay, then gracefully swoops down towards the edge of  
the water. 

10 SOUTH CAPE OWNERS CLUB 
GYEONGSANGNAM-DO, SOUTH KOREA 

A Kyle Phillips design set on clifftop land, with views of the 
country’s South Sea from all 18 holes. The downhill par-5 
11th starts an epic five-hole run, including two world-class 
par 3s played along the water’s edge.

TOP

CAPE WICKHAM 
KING ISLAND, AUSTRALIA 

Ocean views from every hole 
mean this modern 
masterpiece was guaranteed 
a top-10 slot. An astute 
routing takes you ‘sea-spray’ 
close to the land’s edge in a 
way very few others manage. 

7
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17 LOCH LOMOND 
ARGYLL, SCOTLAND 

Does this entry need an explanation? As per Augusta, a top-20 
slot in a list dominated by coastal entries shows its allure. The 
loch-edge holes are as tranquil as they are picturesque. 

15 KAURI CLIFFS 
NORTHLAND, NEW ZEALAND 

I hadn’t seen much world-class golf abroad when I played here 
in 2005, so it totally blew me away. Consulting others for this 
list, my memory wasn’t wrong about its clifftop pyrotechnics. 

14 BANDON DUNES (SHEEP RANCH) 
OREGON, USA 

Sheep Ranch does head inland for a phase, but the holes playing 
alongside or over the edge of the bluffs totally dominate your 
memory. It has serious wow factor. 

13 ROYAL COUNTY DOWN (CHAMPIONSHIP) 
DOWN, NORTHERN IRELAND 

The 2nd and 3rd along the water are bewitching and then you 
turn around and play the 4th, against the imposing Mountains 
of Mourne, the backdrop for the rest of an epic front nine.

TOP

BRAUTARHOLT 
REYKJAVIK, ICELAND 

Brautarholt has been 
extended to 18 holes, but 
all but one panellist 
judged it on the 12 they’d 
seen. So its lava rock-
lined holes on the edge of 
the water might merit an 
even higher slot.

16
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18 THRACIAN CLIFFS 
CAPE KALIAKRA, BULGARIA 

Gary Player was given a hillside overlooking the Black Sea on 
which to plot Thracian and the result is a varied collection of 
Insta-worthy holes – including a beautiful par 3 over water. 

22 TARA ITI 
MANGAWHAI, NEW ZEALAND 

A Tom Doak course of grand scale on the east coast of New 
Zealand’s North Island. Sea views are matched by the beauty  
of the marriage of sand and fescue on rumpled fairways. 

23 WESTMAN ISLANDS 
WESTMAN ISLANDS, ICELAND 

There is no other landscape like Westman Islands in this list. 
The course sits in a crater on the edge of the sea, creating an 
enormous semi-circle amphitheatre. Truly astonishing. 

25 CAPE KIDNAPPERS 
HAWKE’S BAY, NEW ZEALAND 

The fingers of land in the famous aerial pictures by David 
Cannon (in the pre-drone era, he was in a helicopter) in 2005 
illustrate the majesty of this clifftop feast for the eyes.  

21 BANFF SPRINGS 
BANFF, CANADA 

When the inland entries come along, you know they are 
special. Banff is located in the heart of the Rockies and is a 
beguiling combination of mountains, pines and water. 

20 BANDON DUNES (PACIFIC DUNES)  
OREGON, USA 

The clifftop holes have backdrops that look superimposed with 
an improbably huge drop to the almost otherworldly beach 
below. Back-to-back par 3s at 10 and 11 are mesmerising. 

19 JACK’S POINT 
QUEENSTOWN, NEW ZEALAND 

Sits between The Remarkables and Lake Wakatipu, close to 
Queenstown, and the holes on top of a ridge are fabulous.  
The back nine is glorious and even those inland exhilarating. 

TE ARAI (SOUTH) 
TOMARATA, NEW ZEALAND  

This beautiful piece of work by 
Coore & Crenshaw incorporates 
16 ocean-view holes, half of 
which border the water’s edge. 
An exhilarating journey across 
sandy linksland. 

24
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26 TRUMP ABERDEEN (OLD) 
ABERDEENSHIRE, SCOTLAND 

Big dunes. Big views. Big drama. This is high-octane links golf, 
with elevated tees showing off the sand hills and the North Sea 
vistas to the full. Never a dull moment at this powerhouse. 

28 PEBBLE BEACH 
CALIFORNIA, USA 

Its highs are as spellbinding as anything in the list, but it  
does head inland among residences, where the aesthetics are 
modest. That said, US Open pedigree helps it into the top 30.

7 MILE BEACH 
TASMANIA, AUSTRALIA 

This Clayton, DeVries & 
Pont design opened in 
December 2025, but has 
already made an impact 
on those who have played 
it. Ever-present ocean 
views are its X Factor. 

27
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30 LEOPARD CREEK 
MALALANE, SOUTH AFRICA 

Golf meets safari at this famous course on the edge of the Kruger 
National Park. The aptly-named Crocodile River runs through it 
and you can expect sightings of hippo, buffalo and elephant.

TOP

33 BARNBOUGLE DUNES 
TASMANIA, AUSTRALIA

Wander through sizeable dunes and along the beach, where the 
waves of the ocean and a salt-tinged breeze will accompany 
your efforts to master some wonderful half-par holes. 

31 TRALEE 
KERRY, IRELAND 

The front nine used to be something of a warm-up, but 
improvements have created a more well-rounded experience.  
The big-dune back nine is just highlight after highlight. 

34 PINNACLE POINT 
GEORGE, SOUTH AFRICA 

There are residences around the edges of the fairways here (it 
must have been incredible when it first opened), but you are 
still left open-mouthed at the dramatic cliff-edge scenes. 

37 KINGSBARNS 
FIFE, SCOTLAND 

There aren’t just constant sea views here; you 
are also guided to them expertly by Kyle 
Phillips’ routing. The short 15th over the edge 
of the inlet is a showstopper by any standards. 

35 JASPER PARK LODGE 
JASPER, CANADA 

Lakeside tranquillity at this Fairmont stablemate to Banff 
Springs. A cerebral Stanley Thompson routing takes 
advantage of the natural gifts of this achingly beautiful spot. 

38 CABOT HIGHLANDS (CASTLE STUART) 
HIGHLANDS, SCOTLAND 

The 1st hole sets the tone for the firth-edge action and in the 
risk-reward short par-4 3rd and the par-3 11th down towards 
the water, it has moments that live in your mind forever.

29 OCEAN DUNES 
KING ISLAND, AUSTRALIA 

The first four holes on this second entry for Australia’s King 
Island have ocean-edge greens and dramatic approaches, 
while the par 3s on the back nine are magnificent. 

CASA DE CAMPO (TEETH OF THE DOG) 
LA ROMANA, DOMINICAN REPUBLIC 

Expect seven Caribbean-edge holes, with the 
par-3 5th – requiring an iron over the turquoise 
water to a green lapped by waves – and 8th, 
with the ocean beyond its green. Epic. 

32
36 EMIRATES (MAJLIS) 

DUBAI, UNITED ARAB EMIRATES 
An entry where you’re looking at gleaming glass and steel amid 
all these coastal scenes, but the Majlis oozes ‘bucket-list’ vibes 
because of the Desert Classic. The 8th’s tee shot alone does. 
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40 PORTSTEWART 
(STRAND) 

LONDONDERRY, 
NORTHERN IRELAND 
There is no more dramatic 
front nine in Britain and 
Ireland than on the Strand, 
which kicks off with a 
thrilling elevated tee shot. 
The improved back nine 
maintains the pace really 
well, too. 

SHURA 
SHURA ISLAND, SAUDI ARABIA 

This is actually a conservative 
position for a course you might 
not know too much about, 
because only three panellists have 
been. They are raving about it, 
and this image tells you why. 

39

117TODAYS-GOLFER.COM



TOP

BRO HOF SLOTT (STADIUM) 
STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN 

Utterly beautiful golf on the edge of Lake 
Malaran, which is the biggest water hazard on the 
course, but far from the only one. Coming home 
is a wild ride of thrills, drama and X Factor.

41
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A WORLD 
X FACTOR 
CERTAINTY 
I very nearly put The Cliffs on Australia’s 
Kangaroo Island in this list despite it not 
opening until mid-October. I’ve had 
feedback from two people on it, and there 
is no doubt it is worthy of a place at the 
top end of this Top 100. 

It has been laid out by Darius Oliver, 
who co-designed this list’s No.7 Cape 
Wickham. “Although conflicted like any 
designer, I do think golfers will enjoy the 
views and the wildlife and, hopefully, the 
individual holes as well,” he told me.

Leading course photographer Jacob 
Sjoman was one of the first to see the 
course, and it’s safe to say he was 
impressed. It’s his image to the left. 

“I’ve never seen a course look like The 
Cliffs. It has one of the most dramatic 
coastlines I’ve ever seen,” says Sjoman. 

If this piques your interest, you need to 
fly to Adelaide and take the 30-minute 
hop to Kingscote Airport. thecliffs.com.au

46 CABOT CAPE BRETON (LINKS) 
NOVA SCOTIA, CANADA  

The Links isn’t as consistently amazing as its sister, the Cliffs, 
but on a couple of occasions, notably the section around the 
13th and 14th, it reaches those highs. It’s never less than pretty. 

43 CRANS-SUR-SIERRE 
CRANS-MONTANA, SWITZERLAND 

Alpine backdrops of this regular tour stop inked it into this 
Top 100 within seconds of me starting the list. As well as the 
mountain views, you’ve got Seve’s greatest escape to retrace. 

44 YAS LINKS 
ABU DHABI, UNITED ARAB EMIRATES

Gulf-edge holes and accompanying views characterise Yas 
Links, which also has increasing tour pedigree, too. The par-3 
17th – all carry over the edge of the water – is a cracker. 

42 MANELE 
HAWAII, USA 

Set out on lava fields above Hulopo’e Bay, Manele’s back nine 
hugs the southern cliffs of Lanai Island, with the 12th sitting 
on a peninsula green with the waves of the Pacific Ocean below. 

TRUMP ABERDEEN (NEW) 
ABERDEENSHIRE, SCOTLAND 

Its sister might be more 
consistently dramatic, but I’d 
argue the New has the more 
dramatic individual holes – 
namely those in the ‘dome’, an 
enormous sand pit, and hard to 
the North Sea. 

45
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47 KAWANA (FUJI) 
SHIZUOKA, JAPAN 

Wanders along clifftops with glimpses of Mount Fuji, as well as 
Sagami Bay. Marilyn Monroe and Joe DiMaggio honeymooned 
here for a reason. The opening shot has few peers. 

48 GAVEA 
RIO DE JANEIRO, BRAZIL 

Located on the jungle-covered mountainside beneath the 
towering peak of Pedra da Gavea; it is like playing golf in the 
inner sanctum of Jurassic Park. Pulsating and heroic. 

53 COSTA NAVARINO (BAY) 
KALAMATA, GREECE 

Aptly named, because the bay around which this Robert Trent 
Jones Jnr design is built is the reason it is in this list. It’s visible 
from all but a couple of holes, with the short 5th a highlight. 

54 PEZULA 
 KNYSNA, SOUTH AFRICA 

The start of Pezula’s aesthetic highlights begin at the short 3rd, 
with its gorgeous infinity green. That is possibly surpassed on 
the back nine on the extraordinary 12th and 13th holes.

51 KAPALUA (PLANTATION) 
HAWAII, USA 

Coore & Crenshaw’s superb routing offers ocean vistas on so 
many holes at the ex Tournament of Champions host. If you’re 
not looking at the Pacific Ocean, it’s distant mountain peaks. 

52 CHAMBERS BAY 
SEATTLE, USA 

“I’ve never been more dumbstruck than when overlooking the 
course from the clifftop by the pro shop,” said one panellist. 
Sits in a sunken amphitheatre on the shores of Puget Sound. 

49 WHISTLING STRAITS 
MICHIGAN, USA 

Ryder Cup and US PGA pedigree added to one of the most 
dramatic settings for golf in North America. Pete Dye managed 
to craft eight holes on the very edge of Lake Michigan. 

50 BANDON DUNES (BANDON DUNES) 
OREGON, USA 

The original course at Bandon mixes phenomenal coastal holes 
with inland beauties. At the two-shot 4th, then short 15th and 
sporty par-4 16th coming in, you’re drinking in the X Factor. 
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56 TE ARAI (NORTH) 
TOMARATA, NEW ZEALAND 

Doesn’t have quite as much ocean-view drama as its sister, 
the South, but that’s only relative. The North, by Tom Doak, 
is still a majestic seaside experience on undulating linksland. 

58 WATERVILLE 
KERRY, IRELAND 

A rawness and energy to the Atlantic Ocean setting, not least 
the crashing waves of the closers. The Payne Stewart statue is 
a reminder you are following in the footsteps of greats. 

59 ILE AUX CERFS 
TROU D’EAU DOUCE, MAURITIUS  

Part of the X Factor might well be the journey by boat that 
takes you from the mainland to ‘Deer Island’. Once there, the 
turquoise waters of the Indian Ocean are rarely far from view. 

55 VISBY 
GOTLAND, SWEDEN 

Visby sits on a popular holiday island off the coast of Sweden 
and its course boasts numerous dreamy beachside holes, as 
well as a handsome lighthouse next to the 9th and 18th. 

ALANDS 
ALAND ISLAND, FINLAND 

A routing improved by Philip 
Spogard has allowed Alands to 
capitalise more on its waterside 
location. The 9th and 10th are 
right out of the top drawer of 
golf’s X Factor cabinet. 
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61 ROYAL PORTRUSH (DUNLUCE) 
ANTRIM, NORTHERN IRELAND 

The dog-leg 5th, to a green perched above the Irish Sea, might 
be one of the great X Factor holes on this list. Big dune action 
to follow and of course recent Open pedigree to pull on. 

62 NEW SOUTH WALES 
NEW SOUTH WALES, AUSTRALIA 

Overlooks Botany Bay, where Captain Cook first arrived in 
Australia, and several holes are breathtaking, such as the par-3 
6th from a rocky outcrop and the clifftop 13th and 14th. 

63 KIAWAH ISLAND 
SOUTH CAROLINA, USA 

Oceanside holes are clearly the highlights here and you won’t 
be surprised to hear Pete Dye squeezed drama out of this site. 
Host of the 1991 Ryder Cup and multiple PGA Championships.

68 SENTOSA (SERAPONG) 
SENTOSA ISLAND, SINGAPORE  

Jutting out into the eastern waters of the Strait of Malacca, the 
Serapong features a run of holes around a lagoon known as 
the Dragon’s Tail, which are the equal of anything in this list. 

64 MUIRFIELD 
EAST LOTHIAN, SCOTLAND 

Has a couple of scenes with X Factor, but earns its place in this 
list principally because of its Open heritage. Only the greats 
win here. And there is a sense of being somewhere special. 

65 VALDERRAMA 
SOTOGRANDE, SPAIN 

Has a similar vibe to Muirfield in the sense you feel privileged 
to be playing such an icon of the game. The 1997 Ryder Cup 
– Seve captain, Tiger’s first – has enduring allure. Special. 

69 FANCOURT (LINKS) 
GEORGE, SOUTH AFRICA 

Hosting the one great Presidents Cup – Tiger v Ernie et al – 
that we’ve had adds to its X Factor. A faux links with 
incredible mountain backdrops and an all-round experience.

BALLYBUNION (OLD) 
KERRY, IRELAND 

Once Ballybunion clicks into gear after 
the holes away from the sea, it is a 
full-blown assault on the senses. 
Trying to pick the most spectacular 
hole extends long into the night. 

60
66 HIMALAYAN 

POKHARA, NEPAL 
Created by Gurkha-turned-British officer Major Ram  
Gurung, most of it is set in a river canyon. It darts back and 
forth over the river with Himalayas backdrops. 

67 LA HACIENDA (LINKS) 
SOTOGRANDE, SPAIN 

An exhilarating clifftop course with endless 
views of the Mediterranean Sea and Gibraltar 
from the elevated fairways of this reworked 
Andalusian course. Views for miles and miles.
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70 TPC SAWGRASS (STADIUM) 
FLORIDA, USA 

I fully accept there is an inconsistency to the Sawgrass X Factor, 
with the 17th providing 90% of it. But there is also year-on-year 
of Players Championship pedigree, and Pete Dye drama. 

75 NATIONAL GOLF LINKS OF AMERICA 
NEW YORK, USA 

Hard to split National with its neighbour on Long Island 
alongside Peconic Bay, Sebonack. The 17th is a proper show-
stopper, the windmill is iconic and it has held the Walker Cup. 

76 CARNOUSTIE (CHAMPIONSHIP)
ANGUS, SCOTLAND 

Other panellists would have lots of Open hosts lower, but I 
think they seriously excite most golfers, and here you’ve got the 
infamous finish and Jean van de Velde to recall as you play 18.

 73 SEBONACK 
NEW YORK, USA 

This Tom Doak-Jack Nicklaus collaboration sits alongside 
Peconic Bay and the first three holes form part of an explosive 
start. It moves inland but the routing keeps drawing you back 
to the water. Epic 18th. 

74 ROYAL DORNOCH (CHAMPIONSHIP) 
HIGHLANDS, SCOTLAND 

Dornoch is a course for the connoisseur, with design 
features copied all over the world. But it also has a majestic 
firth-side setting, and the 7th tee serves up one of my 
favourite views in golf. 

72 ROSAPENNA (ST PATRICK’S) 
DONEGAL, IRELAND 

The big reveal as you step onto the tee of the 3rd is dazzling, 
with Sheephaven Bay before you. It’s as likely to elicit a 
“wow” as anything in the list. And it’s not alone at St Patrick’s. 

71
NEFYN & DISTRICT 

GWYNEDD, WALES 
The best of Nefyn is turbocharged golf 
on a level few can match. The holes on 
‘The Point’ are absolutely sensational 
and represent extraordinary, 
otherworldly golf on the blu!-edge. 
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PUNTA ESPADA 
PUNTA CANA, 

DOMINICAN REPUBLIC 
An aesthetic medley of 
the blue waters of the 
Caribbean Sea, white 
sand and green velvet 
fairways characterise 
Punta Espada, with the 
standout 13th and closing 
trio heroic and beautiful. 

78

79 QUIVIRA 
LOS CABOS, MEXICO 

Nicklaus design at the end of the Baja peninsula, overlooking 
the Pacific. Expect dramatic cli!side holes and significant 
elevation change, with the standout 6th right on the blu!-edge. 

86 ST ANDREWS (CASTLE) 
FIFE, SCOTLAND 

The views of the town and out to sea from these undulating 
cli!top fairways are breathtaking and the all-world, cli!-edge-
to-cli!-edge par-3 17th is a palm-sweating thriller. 

87 BLUFFS GRAND HO TRAM 
HO CHI MINH, VIETNAM 

Big dunes and big vistas on this inspired trek through the 
natural sandy dunescape of south-coast Vietnam. Blown-out 
sand dunes and huge undulations. A bit of Trump Old to it. 

81 WHISTLING ROCK 
CHUNCHEON, SOUTH KOREA 

Set in the mountains east of Seoul, 750,000 cubic metres of 
rock were sculpted to reveal three nine-hole loops. This is an 
exquisite mountain course set in a serene forested landscape. 

80 ROYAL TROON (CHAMPIONSHIP) 
AYRSHIRE, SCOTLAND 

I’ve said it before, I’ll say it again: Troon’s aesthetics are 
underrated. The start plays right along the beach! Then add in 
the legend of the Postage Stamp and its serious Open pedigree. 

83 ROYAL PORTHCAWL 
BRIDGEND, WALES 

The opening run here is one of my favourite settings in golf 
and you can see the sea from all 18 holes. This storied links 
would not be out of place in the top half of this list. 

 82 ROYAL ST GEORGE’S 
KENT, ENGLAND 

I refuse to believe most golfers – and from a wide spectrum 
– wouldn’t be incredibly excited at the prospect of Sandwich. 
That is X Factor. Memories of Lyle, Norman, Clarke et al. 

85 ARCADIA BLUFFS (BLUFFS) 
MICHIGAN, USA 

Hugs the Michigan shoreline and includes drops from some 
fairways down to the cli!s and lake. Golf of significant scale, 
with lake views from almost every hole, plus elevation changes. 

84 CLEARWATER BAY 
NEW TERRITORIES, HONG KONG 

Sits on a peninsula in the South China Sea, with the Highland 
loop traversing hilly terrain and incorporating a couple of heroic 
carries, while the spectacular Ocean occupies prime cli!top land. 

77 ROYAL BIRKDALE 
LANCASHIRE, ENGLAND 

The Open heroics of Spieth et al, as well as the Ryder Cup 
concession, are part of the draw, but don’t underestimate the 
epic nature of the big dune golf at one of England’s superstars. 

89 HERITAGE (LA RESERVE) 
BEL OMBRE, MAURITIUS 

Split-level hillside course where the holes on the top tier o!er a 
succession of varied scenes – elevated tees and infinity greens 
– with the Indian Ocean background the common theme. 

88 CAPILANO 
VANCOUVER, CANADA 

A cerebral routing by Stanley Thompson with holes set into the 
mountain lined by firs and cedar in a classic British Columbia 
setting. Views across Vancouver Harbour to Mount Baker. 
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94 DIAMANTE DUNES 
CABO SAN LUCAS, MEXICO 

Ocean views aplenty on this Davis Love III track, which winds 
between sandy dunes. Might have been a touch higher, but for 
some holes being altered to accommodate residences and hotels. 

100 CRUIT ISLAND 
DONEGAL, IRELAND 

Just nine holes here, so imagine how spectacular they must 
be to get Cruit into this list of lists! Dynamite cli!top views to 
all points on the compass and some heroic shots.

96 WAIRAKEI 
WAIKATO, NEW ZEALAND 

“It’s almost like walking into a Kiwi version of Jurassic Park, 
with a walled sanctuary full of wildlife of all varieties and 
colours,” said one panellist of this Kiwi Leopard Creek. 

90 TORREY PINES (SOUTH) 
CALIFORNIA, USA 

Sits adjacent to the State Natural Reserve atop cli!s overlooking 
the Pacific. Weaves through canyons creating dramatic carries. 
Tournament pedigree includes Tiger’s US Open win on one leg. 

95 SEVEN CANYONS 
ARIZONA, USA 

“Its scenic beauty is mesmerising – absolutely spectacular,” 
said designer Tom Weiskopf. We agree. This Arizona course 
winds among cli!s, giant red rocks, tall pines and junipers. 

91 WOLF CREEK 
NEVADA, USA 

Epic shot after epic shot on this life-size crazy golf experience. It 
has 16 elevated tees, with 100ft drops commonplace from tee to 
fairway. Akin to Carne, but with the contrast of green v desert. 

92 MONTEREY PENINSULA (DUNES) 
CALIFORNIA, USA 

Monterey’s Shore might be a slightly better all-round course, but 
Dunes is much better visually and gets the nod here. Renovated 
by Jackson/Kahn, it finishes brilliantly along the shoreline. 

97 DUMBARNIE 
FIFE, SCOTLAND 

The view across the Firth of Forth towards East Lothian is rarely 
out of sight on this modern design by Clive Clark, which throws 
in some risk-reward sporty par 4s to add to the excitement. 

99 KINLOCH CLUB 
WAIKATO, NEW ZEALAND 

Gorgeous views over Lake Taupo – notably on the back nine – 
from this lower-profile Jack Nicklaus design on hilly farmland, 
where elevated tees set up your Insta-worthy images. 

98 SOMABAY 
HURGHADA, EGYPT 

The holes on the edge of the Red Sea here are as jaw-
dropping as anything in this list, and include a par 3 on both 
nines that are out of the very top drawer of X Factor. 

SPERONE 
CORSICA, FRANCE 

The back nine of this 
Robert Trent Jones design 
on Corsica is steeped in X 
Factor. If it’s not the drives 
on the 12th, 13th and 16th 
that are wowing you, it’s 
the second shots on the 
11th, 14th and 15th. 

93
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World’s Top 100 
X Factor Courses

A list of golf’s most beautiful courses – 
plus a handful of iconic tournament hosts

Tara Iti,  
New Zealand. 

1  Augusta National, USA
2  Cypress Point, USA
3  Lofoten Links, Norway
4  Cabot St Lucia (Point Hardy), St Lucia
5  Old Head of Kinsale, Ireland
6  Trump Turnberry (Ailsa), Scotland
7  Cape Wickham, Australia 
8  St Andrews (Old), Scotland
9  Cabot Cape Breton (Cliffs), Canada
10  South Cape Owners Club,  
  South Korea
11  Ardfin, Scotland
12  Shanqin Bay, China
13  Royal County Down (Championship),  
  Northern Ireland
14  Bandon Dunes (Sheep Ranch), USA
15  Kauri Cliffs, New Zealand
16  Brautarholt, Iceland
17  Loch Lomond, Scotland
18  Thracian Cliffs, Bulgaria
19  Jack’s Point, New Zealand
20  Bandon Dunes (Pacific Dunes), USA
21  Banff Springs, Canada
22  Tara Iti, New Zealand
23  Westman Islands, Iceland
24  Te Arai (South), New Zealand 
25  Cape Kidnappers, New Zealand
26  Trump Aberdeen (Old), Scotland
27  7 Mile Beach, Australia
28  Pebble Beach, USA
29  Ocean Dunes, Australia
30  Leopard Creek, South Africa
31  Tralee, Ireland
32  Casa de Campo (Teeth of the Dog),  
  Dominican Republic
33  Barnbougle Dunes, Australia

34  Pinnacle Point, South Africa
35  Jasper Park Lodge, Canada
36  Emirates (Majlis), UAE
37  Kingsbarns, Scotland
38  Cabot Highlands (Castle Stuart),  
  Scotland
39  Shura, Saudi Arabia 
40  Portstewart (Strand),  
  Northern Ireland
41  Bro Hof Slott (Stadium), Sweden
42  Manele, USA
43  Crans-sur-Sierre, Switzerland
44  Yas Links, UAE
45  Trump Aberdeen (New), Scotland
46  Cabot Cape Breton (Links), Canada
47  Kawana (Fuji), Japan
48  Gavea, Brazil
49  Whistling Straits, USA
50  Bandon Dunes (Bandon Dunes), USA
51  Kapalua (Plantation), USA
52  Chambers Bay, USA
53  Costa Navarino (Bay), Greece
54  Pezula, South Africa
55  Visby, Sweden
56  Te Arai (North), New Zealand
57  Alands, Finland
58  Waterville, Ireland
59  Ile aux Cerfs, Mauritius 
60  Ballybunion (Old), Ireland
61  Royal Portrush (Dunluce),  
  Northern Ireland
62  New South Wales, Australia
63  Kiawah Island, USA
64  Muirfield, Scotland
65  Valderrama, Spain
66  Himalayan, Nepal

67  La Hacienda (Links), Spain
68  Sentosa (Serapong), Singapore 
69  Fancourt (Links), South Africa
70  TPC Sawgrass (Stadium), USA
71  Nefyn & District, Wales
72  Rosapenna (St Patrick’s), Ireland
73  Sebonack, USA
74  Royal Dornoch (Championship), 
  Scotland
75  National Golf Links of 
  America, USA
76  Carnoustie (Championship), Scotland
77  Royal Birkdale, England
78  Punta Espada, Dominican Republic
79  Quivira, Mexico
80  Royal Troon (Championship), Scotland
81  Whistling Rock, South Korea
82  Royal St George’s, England
83  Royal Porthcawl, Wales
84  Clearwater Bay, Hong Kong
85  Arcadia Bluffs, USA
86  St Andrews (Castle), Scotland
87  Bluffs Grand Ho Tram, Vietnam
88  Capilano, Canada
89  Heritage (La Reserve), Mauritius 
90  Torrey Pines (South), USA
91  Wolf Creek, USA
92  Monterey Peninsula (Dunes), USA
93  Sperone, France
94  Diamante Dunes, Mexico
95  Seven Canyons, USA 
96  Wairakei, New Zealand
97  Dumbarnie, Scotland
98  Somabay, Egypt
99  Kinloch Club, New Zealand
100 Cruit Island, Ireland
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