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Black Creek demands good shot-making
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The17th holeat Black Creek Clubin Tennessee.
Ron Whitten

GolfDigest.com exclusive

Midway through my round at the new Black Creek Club in Chattanooga, | got to
thinking about Alfred Hitchcock, who so dominated the suspense niche of mo-
tion pictures that even today directors pay homage to him. Some of those,
notably the frame-by-frame remake of “Psycho” by Gus van Sant, seem point-
lessly literal. But others, especially Brian dePalma’s “Blowout” and “Body Double,”
carry on the great Hitchcock tradition, and even escalate the terror a bit, by
substituting a power tool in place of a knife, for instance.

So it is with Black Creek, designer Brian Silva’s homage to the early American
golf architecture of C.B. Macdonald and his more prolific assistant Seth Raynor.
Silva doesn’t offer just a few passing references to Macdonald and Raynor
during the round. He gives it full bore for 18 holes, and every so often, sur-
passes those masters at their own game.

Yes, there is a dead-on reproduction of Macdonald’s famous Biarritz par-3 green,
with a trench across the center so wide and deep it could have hidden a
battery of Union soldiers. But Silva is less like van Sant than he is like dePalma.
In fact, call him Brian deSilva. He created several original holes at Black Creek,
but they’re holes that Macdonald and Raynor could well have conceived were
they still around today.

So you have to look hard to find any evidence of Silva’s involvement. The only
way Black Creek could look more like a real Macdonald-Raynor layout is if it
existed in black & white. Every hole starkly reflects the geometric style of 80
years ago. Trapezoidal bunkers duckwalk across the landscape, their sand as
flat as a bathmat, their banks as steep as the sides of a bathtub. Huge pedestal
greens have right-angle corners so precise that the superintendent must be
edging with a T-square. Features are so vast and broad that depth perception
is thrown out of kilter.




But capturing the look of this particular architectural style would be of little
consequence if Silva hadn’t also captured the playing characteristics of it.
This is where he far exceeded expectations. Black Creek pulls us back to the
past, where | often feel the game belongs. His design is all about lines of play
and angles of approach, because that’s what Macdonald and Raynor were all
about.

So you don’t always feel comfortable aiming for the center of a fairway off the
tee at Black Creek. Sometimes there’s a bunker yawning at the landing zone.
Other times there’s a seductive one off to the side, pursing her lips with the
whisper of a short cut, sneering if you don’t take the bait.

At the short, downhill par-4 15th, it’s the green itself that does the flirting,
urging a bold direct shot over the corner of a water hazard. Turns out it's a
gamble worth taking. Those who play safe, to the fat side of the wide fairway,
find it drops precipitously down into a swale, leaving a short awkward pitch
over a greenside bunker with the water hazard in back of the green. The smart
play off the tee is to hit an iron in the direction of the green, just hugging the
edge of the hazard, to leave a straightforward pitch.

You don’t often fly a ball right at the flag at Black Creek and get rewarded. On
a majority of the greens, you aim for a particular spot off to the side, then let
the slope of the green feed the ball to the hole once it hits the ground. Good
players, | was told, find Black Creek a bit frustrating the first few times around.
As it should be for guys who normally treat flagsticks like backboards. For a
hack like me, the design of Black Creek fits into my usual approach of tacking
my way around a course. Playing the percentages led to some remarkably
good fortune on several holes at Black Creek.

It takes a certain leap of faith to play much of this course, particularly on the
562-yard sixth (one of those Silva originals you’'d swear was a copy of Macdonald),
where the green is hidden behind of massive mound of tall fescue and deep
bunkers and the only clue is a bull's eye target atop a pole in the distance.
Never fear. The sixth has a 10,000 square-foot punchbowl green. Anything
that clears the “wall” will be funneled down onto some part of the putting
surface. Trust them.

Not since the debut of Sand Hills nearly eight years ago has there been a
course that demands such a full range of shots, not just high and low, left and
right, but also in the air and on the ground. It’s called shotmaking, a lost artin
this age of supersized sweet spots and gyroscopic golf balls. Black Creek’s
course conditions — dry Bermuda fairways, firm bent-grass greens — enhance
the shotmaking by propelling stingers and bump-and-runs toward their desti-
nations.

Black Creek is a residential development course. Normally, homes along fair-
ways annoy me, but the box-like structures along fairways seem to fit right in
with the linear nature of its course architecture. | suspect, too, that homeowners
appreciate the absence of framing mounds that often hide a golf hole from
view. If | have one gripe, it's the homes behind the fifth green. | simply don’t

think any house should be directly behind a green.

Black Creek is more authentic than some true Raynor designs like nearby
Lookout Mountain or Fox Chapel in Pittsburgh or Mountain Lake in Florida, all of
which had been emasculated by generations of tree-loving, bunker-filling green
chairman, and all of which have undergone rescue attempts by Silva. He did

his homework well.




Since Black Creek is a homage, the question often asked of Hitchcock devotees
applies here. Is this a bold departure or simply a substitution for original ideas? |
concluded it’s a bit of both. Silva doesn’t lack for ideas, but, quite frankly, there
is nothing new in golf architecture, just new variations on old themes. He’s used
old themes before, but with a softer touch. Black Creek is his first course that
uses abrupt angles to define both features and shots. If Black Creek is to be
Silva’s new “look,” more power to him. It’'s nice to see a architect willing to

embrace an earlier design style with the intention of preserving and enriching it.

Black Creek is a private course, but it is presently open to outside play on a
limited basis for guests of the Bluff View Inn, a bed & breakfast in downtown
Chattanooga. Book a room and play this course. It's a genuine treat.

The Verdict

The name, taken from the stream that wanders through the property, is rather
prosaic, but | love those initials. In the small lifespan of golf architecture, this
may be the start of the BC era. On Golf Digest’s 10 point scale (1 being Unac-

ceptable, 5 being Good, 10 being Absolutely Perfect), | give Black Creek a 9.0.

The Details

Black Creek Club

4700 Cummings Cove Dr., Chattanooga, Tenn. 37419
Website: www.blackcreekclub.com

For more information: 423-822-2582

Green fees: $75

Walking allowed anytime.




