THE
PRESTWICK
EXPERIENCE
IF YOU’RE GOING TO SCOTLAND FOR SEPTEMBER’S RYDER CUP, OR
HAVE PLANS FOR A GOLFING BUDDIES TRIP, THE AYRSHIRE COAST IS
A DELIGHTFULLY CONVENIENT DESTINATION. BY STUART McLEAN

O

TRAVEL

minous black clouds were gathering in the morning we had scheduled to play at Old Prestwick. It was weather which would deter me
from setting foot outside back home, but on a golfing trip to Scotland
every moment on a golf course is precious. Moreover, we weren’t being
discouraged from teeing off. The club steward had informed us
there were other visitors keen to get going, and we should shift ourselves pronto from the cosy
confines of the clubhouse.  It might have been 8am, but the light was gloomy. The first at
Prestwick is one of the most intimidating starting holes in golf, even more so with an audience huddled in the clubhouse entrance a few metres away. The one person you don’t want to
disappoint with your opening shot is the steward; he’ll be telling every visitor and member
about your duff for the remainder of the day. Behind and above the first tee box is the window of
the secretary’s office. Ken Goodwin had welcomed us earlier, and would now be eyeing us out.

The par-4 10th at
Prestwick with the Isle
of Arran in the distance.
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Western Gailes is
a small target.
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clubhouse. Today, the
closest the Open comes to
Prestwick is a few kilometres
away at Royal Troon.
We were privileged to
spend the day at Prestwick.
We started out ahead of the
field in that sombre weather,
safely negotiated the Railway
hole, the famous Cardinal
bunker at the long third, and
struck our tee shots over
the Himalayas at the fifth.
By then the storm was upon
us, rain and lightning, pitch
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dark and it wasn’t yet 9.30.
We huddled under a shelter,
distressed that our round
had been cut short. We were
too far from the clubhouse
to return. We had been there
about 15 minutes when we
noticed car lights. It was
Ken Goodwin, Prestwick’s
genial secretary, who had
kindly driven out to fetch
us. It was back to the
clubhouse via a circuitous
route to a welcome of
hot bacon rolls and tea.
The rain delay allowed
us the opportunity of a
clubhouse tour, and by
11.30 we were back on the
links. We were happily allowed to restart at the first,
and enjoy a full 18 holes without interruption this time.
Much of golf course architecture as we know it today
owes a great deal to Prestwick. Its holes have been copied by countless designers
over the centuries. If you’ve
played the Links at Fancourt,
a visit to Prestwick will give
you an inkling of where Gary
Player and his assistant Phil
Jacobs got some of their
inspiration before starting
the project. Its eccentricities
include a number of blind
shots, terrifying in terms of
the penalties which can befall
you. You have to trust your
swing as you launch your ball
over a shaggy dune into the
unknown, as at the par-3
Himalayas, and the par-4
Alps, the penultimate hole
where the green is fronted
by the deep Sahara bunker.
The clubhouse has a casual
‘halfway house’ upstairs for
visitors, but a treat at Prestwick is to have lunch in the
main Dining Room downstairs where there is one

vast table around which
everyone sits. A requirement is a jacket and tie, and
a hearty appetite, because
there are several heavy
courses, plus wine and
kummel liqueur, the club’s
adopted drink of choice.
This is the lower west
coast of Scotland, the county
of Ayrshire, on the Firth of
Clyde, and it’s a links golfer’s
dream destination. Board
a train at Prestwick station
heading north for Glasgow,
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and over the first five
minutes of your journey
you will pass a seemingly
endless golfing landscape
– the six courses, private
and municipal, at Troon,
the Barassie Links, Western
Gailes, Dundonald, Glasgow
Gailes and Irvine. They
cater widely: both for the
wealthy who can afford
R3 500 for a day’s golf at
Royal Troon, and those who
spend R600 on 18 holes at
the municipal links in Troon.

THE COURSES
Summer green fee rates

ROYAL TRO O N

Ranked No 10 in Scotland
£190 for one round on
both Championship Course
and Portland Course.
Royaltroon.co.uk

PR ESTWIC K

Ranked No 14
£130 for 18 holes; £185 all
day golf; £150 golf and
lunch in the dining room.
Prestwickgc.co.za

WESTE R N GAIL ES

Ranked No 17
£130 for 18 holes, including
a two-course lunch; £180
all day golf, including lunch;
£85 for twilight round.
Westerngailes.com

DU N D O N AL D

Ranked No 27
£95 for 18 holes; £50
for twilight round.
Dundonaldlinks.com

G L ASG OW GAIL ES

Ranked No 45
£95 for 18 holes; £115 all day
golf; £60 for twilight round.
Glasgowgolfclub.com

K IL M AR N O C K
( BARASS IE L IN KS )
Ranked No 58
£60 for 18 holes;
£80 for 27 holes.
Kbgc.co.uk

PR ESTWIC K
ST N IC HO L AS

Ranked No 69
£65 for 18 holes;
£85 all day golf.
Prestwickstnicholas.com
· 2013 rankings by Golf
World UK magazine
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The short par-4
18th at Prestwick.

CO U RT ESY P R EST W I C K • ST UA RT M c L E A N

A train passes
Western Gailes.
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With the rand weaker
now against the pound
than it has been for years,
about 18 to 1, green fees in
Scotland remain expensive,
yet it doesn’t mean you have
to put off that long-awaited
trip. You don’t have to play
all the Open venues, unless
you’re a bucket-list golfer,
and should rather look elsewhere for opportunities.
Many superb courses offer
discount rates for visitors
who wish to play 36 holes
in the same day, or, if you’re
not up for that, tee up later in
the day, often for half price.
Bed and breakfast guest
houses abound in and around
the towns of Troon and
Prestwick, with competitive
rates. Troon is the place to be
for a South African. It’s away
from the main roads, light
on traffic, and is an upmarket
seaside town, with smart
restaurants, including
Scotts in the marina which
we frequented. There are
pubs and a variety of other
restaurants. From Troon
it’s never more than a
10-minute drive to any of
the dozen courses in the
immediate area, the key
decision to being based there.
One of the best kept
secrets on the west coast
is Western Gailes, where
you can play for £85, less than
half the price of Royal Troon,
if you tee off in the late
afternoon. It’s ranked No 17
in Scotland, and one look
at the images on the club’s
website will convince you of
its charm and rare beauty,
not to mention the stern
challenges which would
make it worthy of being a

tournament venue. It’s
right on the beach,
affording views you won’t
see elsewhere at courses
on this coast.
Gailes is an unusually
laid out links, built on a
narrow stretch of land
between the sea and the
railway line, no more than
two holes wide, with the
clubhouse in the middle.
Trains hurtle past the back
of the building; in days gone
by there used to be a station, and members would
come from Glasgow to play.
That was an era when a links
would often be a second
course for a posh Glasgow
club; they were more playable in the winter months.
The clubhouse reminded
me of Humewood’s; similar
colours, although without
the upstairs 19th hole. It’s a
traditional club in terms of
customs, etiquette and dress
code, but not in an overpowering way. You could have
a drink afterwards without
having to dress up for it. We
played with two members,
Stuart Orr and Robin
Young, both from Glasgow,
who enhanced the day’s

experience, as did the two
good-humoured local
caddies assigned to navigate
us around a links which is
not easy to fathom the first
time around. The safe lines
to take are not obvious.
On the inland side of
the railway line are two
links, Dundonald and
Glasgow Gailes. The former
is a modern course, opened
in 2003 and designed by
American Kyle Phillips, of
Kingsbarns fame. It’s the
second course for Loch
Lomond, but there is no
exclusivity here. It’s more
of a pay-and-play facility.
In terms of design and memorability, though, it is a distant third to its neighbours.
Glasgow Gailes is a real
beauty, a delightful and
very playable links in an
inland setting among heather
and gorse. It is owned and
managed by the Glasgow GC,
one of the oldest clubs in
the world, and has been
chosen by the R&A as the
Open’s only Final Qualifying
Course in Scotland,
from 2014 to 2017.
We stayed at a guest house
near Troon whose retired

owner, Harry Risk, was a
member at Barassie Links
around the corner, and took
us there for a game. This is
the links where a teenage
Ernie Els qualified for his
first ever Open as an amateur
in 1989. It has changed since
he played there 25 years ago.
A new nine has been built to
strengthen the overall layout,
so it has 27 holes. I preferred
the old holes; they were more
interesting and characterful.
The final course we played
was Prestwick St Nicholas,
something of a working
man’s golf club in comparison to nearby Prestwick,
but still retaining the same
traditional values. In the
clubhouse overlooking the
Firth we were confined to a
special tap bar room because
we weren’t wearing the right
shoes. It’s both a challenging
and fun links, wandering over
the seashore, good enough
to be ranked in the top 70
in Scotland. As visitors, we
found ourselves warmly
welcomed at all the clubs –
in effect you are a member
for the day – and each tried
their best to enhance the
overall experience.
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