
 A GREAT LITTLE COURSE, 
BY GEORGE

by Graham Eccles

Owning a golf course is nothing more than fantasy 
for most of us. There are just a handful of people 
who can boast of such an indulgence - like the 
Capitol’s Lloyd Williams and the Packer family’s 
Ellerston in the Hunter Valley - and they usually don’t. 

Of course, only a fortunate few ever get to walk 
the pristine fairways of these two utterly exclusive, 
superbly-designed courses. But out along the 
Maroondah Highway, between Taggerty and 
Alexandra, there’s another privately-owned 18 holes 
where, for just one green fee, house guests can 
play as many rounds as they wish during their stay.

It’s Stonelea Country Estate, an idyllic and popular 
retreat established 18 years ago by now retired 
Melbourne barrister George Watkins, the concept 
for which he dreamed up while doodling in the 
sand during a holiday in Vanuatu with his family.

Although a self-confessed “golf nut” and a 
member at Keysborough, Watkins says the idea 
of building his own course on a 1500-acre cattle 

property that he had owned for some years was 
not formulated until well after the hospitality 
venue became a widely acknowledged success.

“We were looking for a point of distinction 
that would offer guests something that our 
competitors couldn’t, and seeing that I enjoy a 
game of golf it was pretty obvious,” he recalls. 
“We laid out nine holes in 1995, never intending 
to have an 18-hole layout.” 

The plan was to create a course that was 
challenging but enjoyable to play. And there were 
no consultancy fees for such course design 
luminaries like Greg Norman, Peter Thomson 
and Mike Clayton. It was a case of Watkins and 
friends getting down and dirty.

“We designed it using a guy off a handicap of four 
who walked the paddocks with us, hitting four and 
�ve irons. Because I hate courses where you go 
out and just keep going, I felt it essential to design 
the nine in a way that it kept coming back.” �X

Stonelea is well known for �ne 
dining and relaxation in the Victorian 

countryside, but the resort has an 
added attraction that places its 

owner in rare company in Australia.
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A point of distinction at Stonelea 
is its stunning rural setting as 

seen from the par four, 13th tee.
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Watkins admits that the front nine of 2568 
metres - much of it on hilly terrain and 
with smallish greens - is largely a target 
course. Although some might consider 
it a hacker’s nine, the views are sublime, 
particularly from the high point beside 
the 8th tee. Before launching a driver or 
3-wood over a considerable expanse of 
ball-eating rough in a bid to reach the 
spectacular rising fairway and the green 
positioned 288 metres away, a little time 
out is a must.

From here, one could just as easily settle 
down with a picnic lunch and a bottle of 
red (perhaps a glass or two of the wine 
from the estate’s own vineyard) and gaze 
across to Cathedral Mountain and, on a 
cloudless day, Mt Buller, snow-capped in 
winter, way off in the distance. Indeed, on 
some windless summer mornings breakfast 
is arranged up there for guests wanting 
bacon and eggs in truly al fresco style.

Also in view are the gardens, lakes and 
buildings that house 27 cottage rooms and 
19 motel-style units, dining rooms, day spa, 
swimming pool and conference facilities. 
There’s a croquet lawn out front but for 
more energetic and team-bonding types 
there’s also a �ve-storey climbing wall. 

Behind the tee one looks down on the 
second nine that stretches invitingly 
across much �atter country. In late spring 
the holes were a sight to behold, with 
perfectly-mown fairways and sunlight 
shimmering on a number of reed-fringed 
drainage ponds, several of which come 
into play. Watkins rightly believes that 
good weekend golfers would prefer the 
2880-metre back nine with its more 
traditional layout. 

“It’s de�nitely a more professional track 
and over 300 metres longer than the 
front nine,” he says. “We had learned a 
fair bit by the time it came to building the 
back nine. I thought about it a great deal 
before work began and the result is, in my 
opinion, a more technically correct layout 
– it’s longer, wider, better irrigated and the 
greens are a different con�guration.”

Watkins says he has been comforted 
since by the comments of �ve times 
British Open winner and acclaimed course 
designer Peter Thomson in a magazine 
article several years ago, in which he 
criticised the Australian obsession for 
green golf courses.

“He felt strongly that because of our 
climate we should be concentrating 
more on keeping them alive and healthy,” 
he says. “Well, we try to keep Stonelea 
as green as we can but it’s with limited 
success in this sort of environment.

“When I decided to put a toe in the water 
and create the �rst nine, we had a lot of 
people look over the terrain and you could 
imagine them oiling the bulldozers. You 
have to shake your head at that thought.

“This country has less than two inches of 
topsoil, generally speaking, so if you cut 
into it there’s an enormous problem that 
can only be solved by bringing in a massive 
amount of soil and sand. The Heritage in 
the Yarra Valley is a good example.

“So for us it was an extreme case of 
laying out rather than constructing. When 
we started out, a local chap called Ross 
Sutherland, of Sutherland seeds, now HG 
Turf, came out at my request to advise on 
how to sow the fairways.

“A pretty good golfer himself, he said: 
‘See that, it’s bent grass. I can sell you 
bent grass seed after you’ve tilled the 
fairways and irrigated them. But if I were 
you, I’d just �ll the holes and mow them!’

Trap shooting is one of the many other 
activities available at Stonelea.

Fine dining, relaxation and comfort.

Putting out on the delightful 99 metre sixth 
green with a dam in front.

George Watkins recommends Stonelea’s 
2004 Cabernet Sauvignon produced from the 

estate’s own vineyard.
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“I took his advice but �lling the countless 
holes caused by the cattle and slicing off 
the bumps and small mounds with a big 
Victa mower while cutting the delineated 
fairways was a pretty rustic affair. The 
back nine was a different affair which we 
baled and tilled because we didn’t have 
the right grasses.”

With a total length of 5448 metres, 
the course is a par 70 track that could 
comfortably be extended to a par 72 
rating, but Watkins feels it is challenging 
enough for guests simply wanting to relax 
and enjoy all that the resort has to offer 
them. “It was never my intention to create 
a metropolitan-style course,” he says.

But he is surprised by the number of people 
who bring their clubs to the resort. “Although 
I wanted to offer guests a golf course, I 
didn’t anticipate that so many would actually 
take up the opportunity. I am delighted that 
it has become such a drawcard.” 

It isn’t possible just to play the golf course 
at Stonelea, but non-guests can eat at the 

acclaimed restaurant and play a round of 
golf for $55 – surely one of the best deals 
in country Victoria. 

Although he holds an annual tournament 
at Stonelea, Watkins says he has held 
back from accepting green fee golfers 
“because we do a signi�cant amount of 
conference work during the week and 
often the course is effectively closed. It 
might only be closed for a few hours but 
if you open to the public, you are open to 
the public!”

Asked what it felt like to be one of a select 
few who own an 18-hole golf course, 
he says it “feels a bit strange and not 
something I talk about much. If I do, I’m 
not sure I am believed.

“I’m sure if I told people I owned a ball 
bearing factory they would believe me. 
But a golf course – I think I have become 
a bit secretive about that nowadays.”  
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