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It might not be any use to readers seeking an in-depth assess-
ment of a renowned 36-hole facility to base one’s evaluation on 
a single feature. Especially in this case when you have two unique 
courses sculpted through picturesque Sonoran Desert terrain 
mingled with imposing vistas of the Black Mountains from nearly 
every tee box.

Because there are so many remarkable elements, The Boulders 
makes it difficult to find a starting point, similar to the stuttering 
patterns of engaging a dimepiece at a nightclub. And truthfully, 
with a name like The Boulders it would be a disservice to begin an 
illustration of the award-winning Carefree resort without men-
tioning, well, the boulders. But I just don’t care.

It’s the putting surfaces that are, in my opinion, a reasonable 
testament in determining the praise, or conviction, of any playing 
ground. Augusta National, for instance, would be a mere mortal 
if not for their celebrated set of greens.

A uniformed quest for making putts disappear is all we’re on. 
Greens that roll true, and ones that preferably carry the speed of 
Lamborghini wheels.

If such is the case, then a round at The Boulders in peak season 
is a golfer’s bliss.

“They’re bentgrass greens,” said Donald Crawley, who’s in his 
eighth year as the head professional at The Boulders. “Most of the 
other [area] golf courses are at a lower elevation and have trouble 
maintaining them. That’s one of the things that separates The 
Boulders from other courses.

“Once you get bentgrass greens in good condition and healthy, 
you can get them in between an 11 and 12 on the stimp[meter] all 
the time. All the visitors love that.”

Yes, love. That’s the word. 

Rock 
Solid
Both courses at The Boulders 
are stunning and present 
exceptional challenges
By AJ Voelpel
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The Jay Morrish designs provide variety and therapeutic pan-
oramas. The grounds crew has the facility in flawless condition. 
Feathery rough surrounding the many massive, two-tiered greens 
welcome flop shot purists. Countless bunnies scatter about every 
inch of every turn. I envy the members. 

North Course
The consensus over at The Boulders is that the slightly longer 

par-72 North Course dons a more traditional layout than the 
neighboring South Course. At just over 6,800 yards from the 
blues, it won’t alarm a shorter hitter, but still requires proper 
angles off the tee.

A reachable, split fairway par-5 of 513 yards begins the open-
ing stretch. A preferred drive is one on the left side of a narrow-
ing fairway, exceeding no more than 320 yards. A heavily guarded 
green, with multiple bunkers on the front right side, awaits those 
who misplay a long iron or fairway metal. Pray the pin isn’t tucked 
back right on a horizontal green.

There’s nothing too clever about the 195-yard third. A deep val-
ley will collect iron shots that come up short, and a back-to-front 
tilting green will test those who choose too much club.

The 548-yard third is a friendly dogleg-left that is far more risk 
than reward. A lay-up is typically the play due to a nasty cross 
bunker (that stretches the width of the fairway) guarding the 
front of the green.

Even the quickest players will slow down to admire the distant 
ranges from the fourth tee. The threat at this straightaway, 404-
yard par-4 is the uneven lie you’ll likely receive if you find the nar-
row fairway. A short approach must avoid deep bunkers left and 
right of an immense putting surface.

The 425-yard, par-4 fifth is a gem of a dogleg-left and recog-
nized as the hardest hole on the course. Drives must favor the far 
right side or you’ll be met with a blind approach. Take aim at the 
right bunker with something that’ll leak heavy left and it should 
find the elevated green. Any miss will take a life’s worth of short 
game to get up and down.

Don’t get cute on the classic, short 142-yard sixth. The two-
tiered green and bottomless pit of a front bunker will create club 
selection confusion.

The front finishes up with three short par 4s between 347-356 
yards. Tee shots at the seventh will have to avoid a series of well-
placed bunkers just off the left side of the fairway. Long hitters can 
leave driver in the bag at the eighth, as a desert waste area extends 
across the fairway 280 yards out. Another two-tiered green (notice 
a trend?) puts a premium on a well-placed approach shot.

Take dead aim off the tee at the ninth and you’ll be rewarded 
with an approach of less than 80 yards to a rolling, boomerang-
shaped green. If you can draw an even lie in the fairway, you 
should have a nice look at birdie before hopping onto the more 
demanding inward nine.

“I find the back nine on the North particularly to be the most 
challenging,” Crawley said. “You’ve got a beautiful mixture of long 
par 4s, challenging par 3s and a couple of reachable par 5s.”

Four of those par 4s extend over 420 yards, starting with the 
451-yard 10th. The key here is hitting the green in regulation; 
otherwise one of several threatening mounds will gobble your 
approach. The 445-yard 11th doglegs right and isn’t as bad as it 
looks. Yet, it boasts one of the North’s more subtle greens.

Twelve, 13 and 14 present a testy stretch of holes. The uphill, 
slight dogleg-left, 525-yard par-5 12th, is certainly reachable in 
two. A lay-up will leave a player with a wedge to a vertical green.

It’s crucial to find the fairway at the 404-yard 13th. That’ll set 
up a clear approach over a vast desert ravine protecting the green 
the way a moat does a castle. No gators here, though.

Perhaps the North’s best hole is the uber-attractive, 183-yard 
13th (highest point of the property).

“It’s a great hole over the water, looking back down over the val-
ley,” Crawley said. “The green is actually a little elevated, which is 
surprising, so you’ve got to take an extra half club and fly the ball 
all the way on the green. Anything landing on the front is going 
to spring back in the water.”

The 15th is quite simply the best scoring chance on the back 
nine. The only defenses for the 483-yard par-5 are crippling fair-
way bunkers on both sides. Avert them and you’ve got the green 
light to go after that eagle with your long iron shot.

The kicker on the 424-yard, par-4 16th is the severe left-to-right 
sloping green. If the hole is cut right, an approach settling left is a 
stroke penalty. Keep away from the sand trap that’s short right at 
the 195-yard 17th, or you’ll be hitting out of a barbed desert plant 
that’s placed right in the middle.

A sweeping dogleg-right is the finisher, with water running 
along the left side. Take your drive over the right side to trim a lot 
off your downhill approach. Shun the long bunker that hugs the 
left of the green for a promising look at a three. 

South Course
The South Course is unanimously the more scenic track on 

the 1,300-acre property, and certainly one of the prettiest in the 
Scottsdale area. Getting lucky on the South (par-71) isn’t chip-
ping in from an aloe plant; it’s having your cart break down on the 
breathtaking, par-5 fifth.

“The South has all the great photo shoots, playing through the 
boulders. A lot of visitors really like that one,” Crawley said. “It’s 
a bit narrower, really puts a premium on the tee shot, especially 
on the front nine. The back nine opens up a little bit. It really 
provides spectacular views.”

Which begin at the grumpy, 421-yard first. Aim for the 150-
yard stick and hope it doesn’t miss by too much. Then make an 
approach to a monstrous green without being blinded by the first 
of many extraordinary stone structures.

Take a moment to admire the ancient saguaro cacti that flood 
the 150-yard second, another wonderful shorty. An undulating 
green and four deep bunkers are the challenge here.

A tip from starter Dave (who told us to take aim at the alumi-
num chimney off the tee) made the difference at the 90-degree 
turning, dogleg-right, 414-yard third. It left only 80 yards to a 

treacherous green area that undoubtedly presents trouble for 
those coming in with a long iron shot.

Don’t be fooled by the length of the fourth. At 409 yards, it’s 
the toughest hole on the course, with a putting surface that might 
cover two area codes. A drive short of a waste area (320 yards) 
down a narrow fairway is a must. Examine the flag and make your 
best swing of the day.

The fifth is simply the finest hole at The Boulders and one the 
most memorable I’ve ever played: A true risk/reward par-5 with a 
surreal view of the resort’s namesake. Players who carry it 240 yards 

can hit out left to the second fairway and potentially have a go for 
the green in two. But the hole narrows severely as it approaches 
the green, with bunkers and mountainous granite structures that 
create an amphitheater setting. Take a photo, or 10.

Slack jaw ensues on the approach of the sweeping 355-yard, 
dogleg-right sixth. Rip a drive down the left side and have a sand 
wedge to a green possessing another epic pile of rocks.

Be prompt with your iron shot at the downhill, 187-yard sev-
enth or the two towering boulders adjacent to the tee box might 
topple over. But avoid the trap short right; yes, the one with the 
cactus in the middle of it.

Your long approach on the straightaway, 455-yard eighth will 
have to carry a desert canyon and juke two traps that provide secu-
rity to the back of the green. The toughest driving hole on the 
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front is the 404-yard ninth. Miss left off the tee and your Pro V1 
could end up in someone’s living room. Instead, take a driver over 
the right bunker and have a reasonable approach to the hourglass-
shaped green.

The back nine, which atypically features a trifecta of par 3s, 4s 
and 5s, provides a few scoring opportunities except for the 221-
yard 10th and 601-yard 11th. A long iron or fairway metal to 
another enormous green bordered by seven bunkers makes you 
work hard for a par at the 10th.

Your drive at No. 11, a three-shotter for everyone except Bubba 
Watson, has to squeeze through bunkers on both sides of the fair-
way. A short to mid iron will still leave a difficult approach to a 
surface with sand protection in each corner.

The 12th is one of the only true drivable par 4s at The Boulders. 
At 321 yards, tee shots must favor the right side away from a tree 
blocking the left portion of the green. Thank the heavens if the 
hole is cut on the right side.

The task at the 13th (429 yards) is avoiding the devastating 
fairway bunker left and two-putting one of the more confusing 
greens. The par-5 14th, short par-3 15th and 198-yard, par-3 16th 
don’t present too much amp, but the final two holes do.

Take my word and aim your drive down the left side at the 
420-yard 17th. White stakes and jumping cholla swallow every-
thing that’s driven an inch over 270 yards. That’ll leave a stun-
ning approach to an elongated green with the boulders in the 
background.

The South Course ends with a fantastic par-5 of 514 yards, 
which instantly brings to mind the closer at Bay Hill. The long, 
horizontal green is tucked directly behind the same body of water 
that comes into play on the North’s 18th, with a deadly bunker 
protecting the back. Your second shot, which should be a lay-up, 
will still leave a sketchy third, especially if the hole is placed on 
the right.

The lessons learned from only a round on each course were suf-
ficient. Certain spots on the intricate greens must be eluded. Spe-
cific angles off the tee must be taken.

But the most obvious observation revealed about The Boulders 
was this; it’s not just a clever name.

AJ Voelpel is a Long Island-based golf writer who hones his game regularly at Beth-
page Black. Lucky guy.


