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S COTLAND’S south-west boasts an embarrassment of golf 

riches. There are more than 100 courses to choose from, 

making it one of the most popular regions for golf visitors.

There are the celebrated famous names like Royal Troon, Turnberry 

and Prestwick and the remote Machrihanish. They stand alongside 

lesser-known gems and those layouts which have hosted Open 

Championship qualifiers and big national tournaments.

Off the course, the links to poet Robert Burns are everywhere, as 

are the chances to sample some fine whisky, and as you make your 

way from one course to another the beautiful scenery can become 

mesmerising.

Golf Australia deputy editor Steve Keipert tested his game at four of 

the Ayrshire Coast’s most famous layouts, while editor Brendan James 

went in search of some hidden gems and treasured links beyond the 

Open Championship trail.

AYRSHIRE’S FANTASTIC FOUR
Western Gailes Golf Club was my first of four ports of call along the 

Ayrshire Coast, 30-odd miles outside Glasgow. Home to numerous 

top-league amateur championships through its long history, Western 

Gailes started in 1897 as a seaside escape for Glaswegian golfers 

seeking a site where year-round golf was more viable.

The course sits on a long, thin stretch of land wedged between 

the railway line and the sea. The land is so lengthy and lean that the 

distance from the 5th tee at the course’s northern tip to its 14th tee 

to the south could be two or three miles but the layout is never wider 

than about 300 yards.

It’s a club for true golfers, but is a course often overlooked due to 

its close proximity to the more vaunted Open venues of Troon and 

Turnberry, plus Prestwick, the birthplace of golf’s oldest major. In 

reality, it’s an integral part of a run of four outstanding links and I was 

grateful for the chance to sample it.

Western Gailes’ 6th and 7th holes are worth the green fee alone. 

The club calls the 6th the only links par-5 in the world that’s all carry 

on a direct line from tee to green. It’s a statement that takes a moment 

to decipher but once you see the bending shape of the fairway you 
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The approach to Western Gailes’ 
winding par-5 6th hole with the 
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soon realise that the tee-to-green line is not ideal and how a thoroughly 

different path is required. The putting surface is set in a dell with slopes 

feeding balls onto the green from the right to crown a tremendous three-

shotter. The 7th is a brilliant downhill par-3 from a tee overlooking the 

beach to a green ringed by swales and sand.

The layout features 13 par-4s but into the wind at least a few will 

play as par-5s, while trekking into a southerly wind from the 5th to the 

13th is a brutal test with the reward being a downwind beginning and 

end to the round. Visitors are entirely welcome and effectively become 

members for a day, although in truth a day is the bare minimum to 

allocate to getting to adequately know Western Gailes.

Playing the host venue for this year’s Open held extra significance 

for me, as the 1989 Open at Royal Troon Golf Club was the first major 

championship I ever watched on television. It was an epic finish – Mark 

Calcavecchia holing one of the most outrageous shots in history in the 

final round from atop a grassy bank left of the 12th green (a ‘slam dunk’ 

pitch with the ball never touching the ground) to join Queenslanders 

Wayne Grady and Greg Norman in the Open’s first four-hole play-off. 

Twice that Sunday Norman looked to have the Open in his grasp only 

to have the American pinch it away. Most gallingly, after Calcavecchia 

drove wildly on the final play-off hole, the Shark busted a drive so far up 

the 18th that his ball trickled into a bunker jutting into the right side of 

the fairway that no one else had reached all week.

I’ve also always loved the club’s motto, Tam Arte Quam Marte, or, 

“As much by skill as by strength.” That last hole of the 1989 play-off 

epitomised this notion perfectly, with Calcavecchia’s canniness from the 

rough thwarting Norman’s raw power.

Like Western Gailes, the Old course at Troon is an out and back layout 

that generally plays downwind heading out and into the breeze coming 

home. Only holes 8 and 12 switch direction within the two nines. Many 

astute Open contestants regard Troon’s inward half as the toughest nine 

on the Open rota.

The most famous hole at Troon is its shortest. The ‘Postage Stamp’ 

123-yard 8th is picturesque and evil all at once (the lone bogey in 

Norman’s closing 64 in ’89 came at the 8th). From an elevated tee the 

shot to the tiny green below must combat the wind. Balls drifting left find 

a grassy dune, while right is a deep bunker. Erring short and long offer 

unfriendly options, too. It offers a simple equation: hit the green or work 

hard to rescue par or even bogey.

The only change to Troon in recent times came at the 11th hole. It was 

a par-5 up until and including the Open in ’89, when 490 yards was still 

enough real estate to be called a par-5. Now it’s Troon’s toughest hole 

as a long par-4 where the tee shot must fly a stretch of thick gorse to 

an obliquely set fairway. It was here that Ernie Els saved a miracle par 

in the 2004 Open after his ball finished suspended partway up a gorse 

bush. More gorse flanks the left edge while lining the right side is the 

railway line, a stone fence for which is just a few paces off the green.

In the same vein as several other top links, Troon isn’t particularly 

spectacular but rather it challenges from start to end. Even the 

downwind opening holes make holding half wedge shots into the greens 

a difficult task.

Golfers should include Prestwick Golf Club on a Scottish itinerary 

for no other reason than to experience the place where the Open 

Championship began. The first 12 Opens were held there, 24 in total 

but none since 1925 as the growth of the championship rendered the 

boutique Prestwick club too logistically difficult to retain on the rota, 

particularly when it came to spectator flow.

Open history drips from the Prestwick dunes. Willie Campbell lost  

the 1887 Open when he needed four swings to escape a bunker on the 

16th hole, losing to Willie Park Jnr and thus earning the offending pot  

the name “Willie Campbell’s Grave”.

The quirky links is in the heart of town. In good 

weather you’re guaranteed to see locals walking 

dogs or taking an afternoon stroll across the 

course, meanwhile Prestwick Railway Station 

sits beside the 1st tee and the railway runs 

alongside the right edge of the hole. Old 

Tom Morris’ blueprint, which began as 

12 holes, features shapes you won’t see 

replicated anywhere else. In fact, any 

modern course architect presenting a 

blueprint for a design like Prestwick might 

just be led away in a straitjacket.

For instance, the 3rd is a par-5 split in half 

by a wall of sleepers and a broad bunker. 

The 5th is a blind par-3 where hope-filled 

tee shots are struck across a huge dune with a 

white marker as an aiming guide. The 17th green 

is tucked over another big dune with a hidden bunker 

to catch weak approach shots, yet firing in an over-clubbed 

approach will not only miss this deep pit but catch a steep slope 

at the rear of the putting surface that feeds balls back towards the hole. 

Characteristics like this make Prestwick a layout worth playing twice, 

as you’ll learn so much on a first loop that you can put into practice 

a second time around. And, during your round, check out the plaque 

commemorating the first Open Championship, which can be found near 

the boundary fence to the right of the 14th hole.

Malcolm, the starter on Trump Turnberry Resort’s Ailsa course 

this perfect Sunday evening, gave me some sage advice as he 

guided me towards the 1st tee. Other than at the par-3 

15th hole, he said, hitting towards the centre-rear of 

every green won’t put you in any trouble.

I love simple tips that can be recalled 

throughout the round, yet as my score drifted 

to six-over-par through as many holes it felt 

like the course had my number. Then, with 

my hopes of a memorable score dashed, 

I began playing smarter. I saved par at 

the difficult 8th hole while adopting “The 

Malcolm Strategy”, as I dubbed it, then 

birdied the tough par-4 10th and began 

a run of pars that, aside from two careless 

double-bogeys at 13 and 14, carried me all 

the way to the clubhouse. Playing one club 

extra on approach shots rescued a dire score 

and turned it into something respectable.

Turnberry’s most famous layout, host of the 1977, 

1986, 1994 and 2009 Open Championships, is currently 

undergoing a significant redesign to eliminate some architectural 

shortcomings and enhance its stunning coastal setting. My hope is that 

the resort’s new owner, the inimitable Mr Trump, includes Malcolm in the 

redesign process. As it happens, Martin Ebert is the course architect PH
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entrusted with recrafting Willie Fernie and Mackenzie Ross’ masterpiece 

and the work began shortly after Inbee Park won Women’s British Open 

at Turnberry last August.

What already lay there is something to behold. The first three holes 

give no real clue to the seaside holes upcoming but from the 4th 

onwards the course unmasks hole after hole of stunning dune-lined 

fairways, culminating in the iconic 9th and 10th holes by the lighthouse. 

These holes stand to become even better in the redesign, evolving from 

a pair of par-4s to a risky and dramatic par-3 and par-5 combo.

The clifftop holes give Turnberry its trademark but the layout is far 

more than just a pretty face. The course feels ‘busy’ as every 

new test provides plenty to absorb. The holes change 

direction constantly and vary greatly in length and 

strategy; fairways dip and roll and you can’t get 

into a groove of playing the same shots or in 

the same wind around the Ailsa course. That’s 

one characteristic I hope Ebert and his team 

don’t mess with.

Once you get to the 15th, a smart and 

scenic par-3, pause for a moment to reflect 

upon the remnants of an airstrip built 

across the Ailsa course during World War II 

as the land was transformed into a training 

station and paved for aeroplanes and 

hangars. Like so many of the great Scottish 

links, there’s a tantalising history to the place 

not always evident at first glance.

– Steve Keipert

GEMS AND JEWELS
Golfers visiting the Ayrshire Coast are spoilt for choice. If you 

are planning on going to the Open Championship at Royal Troon later 

this year, take your clubs as you won’t have any problems getting a tee-

time on a quality course (if you plan in advance), especially if the more 

famous layouts are full.

There are lesser-known but still great courses to be found everywhere 

throughout the Scottish south-west.

For example, Kilmarnock Golf Club and its Barassie course, is the 

southern neighbour to Western Gailes and one of the exceptional links 

courses along the coast here, stretching south to Turnberry.

Located just north of Troon, Kilmarnock was originally designed by 

Theodore Moon but with the addition of a third nine in 1997, the Barassie 

course was born out of nine original holes and the nine new offerings.

This is a fantastic course with few if any weak holes, which is why it 

is often chosen to host national events as well as final qualifying for the 

Open when it is played at Troon or Turnberry. There is a mix of genuine 

links holes with a handful that more closely resemble a parkland course. 

For mine, the links holes are its finest with quirky greens protected by 

natural humps and hollows as well as plenty of pot bunkers. You will 

probably be surprised like me when you reach the 396-yard par-4 11th 

hole, which is a sharp dogleg left around the edge of the course 

boundary fence and features four pot bunkers on the 

inside corner of the fairway. But when you round the 

turn you will be faced with a shot into a green with 

no bunkers, but it does have a ‘Valley of Sin’ 

hollow in front. A terrific two-shot hole!

Another Open qualifier course, Glasgow 

Gailes Links lies just to the north of 

Kilmarnock and is home to the Glasgow 

Golf Club, which dates back to 1787, 

making it the ninth oldest golf club in the 

world. The course opened for play in 1892, 

crafted originally by Willie Fernie and 

then redesigned in 1912 by two-time Open 

champion Willie Park Jnr.

Glasgow Gailes is a classic links where 

rippling fairways are lined by gorse and 

heather, while the bunkering is natural and 

plentiful. Masters and Open champion Sandy Lyle 

reckons it is one of “world’s great tests of links golf”. I 

couldn’t argue with him on that.

If you enjoyed the challenges of Kilmarnock’s Barassie Links and 

Glasgow Gailes, there is another Open qualifier course less than ten 

minutes’ drive north. 

Irvine Golf Club dates back to 1887, playing on a Willie Fernie-

designed layout on beautiful links land set back from the ocean.

The great James Braid extracted the best from the location when he 

oversaw the redevelopment of the course in 1926. His work remains 

today and with stunning, enjoyable holes that follow the natural contours 

of the landscape and even provide views over the Firth of Clyde.

Irvine boasts just two par-3s and the first of them, the 177-yard 8th 

known as ‘Saddleback’, is a gem. It’s a tough tee shot with sand ringing 

the green in the form of two bunkers five metres short, two more to the 

left and three pots to the right. But it is the ‘Saddleback’ shape of the 

putting surface – with balls being fed to the fringes from the heart of the 

green – that makes it a tough test.

With the final putt holed at Irvine, it is an easy 15-minute drive to 

Ardrossan, a seaside town where passenger and car ferry services 

provide a link to the Isle of Arran and, in summer months, Campbeltown 

on the isolated Kintyre Peninsula. In fact, Kintyre is so remote many Scots 

have never ventured there. That said, it is worth the journey as you will 

find two must-play courses.

Machrihanish Golf Club is ranked in the top-15 in Scotland and for 

good reason. Old Tom Morris created the original links in 1879 and some 

changes were made by J.H. Taylor in 1914, while in the 1940s some holes 

were recrafted due to the development of the adjoining airport.

While other courses showcased here have gained a reputation for 

their stern challenge and Open qualifier or host pedigree, Machrihanish 

is much less about the test and more about fun. Don’t get me wrong, it 

is a challenge but it is one of the most enjoyable courses I have ever 

played and much of that can be attributed to the design of the layout.

This is not an overly long course but every hole is very different to 

the one before it and the one after. There are punchbowl greens, raised 

plateaus and others cut into the edge of dunes, while blind tee shots, 

approaches from a variety of lies and the ever-present breeze keep you 

enthused no matter how bad you’re hitting it.

There’s all this and one of the best opening holes in all of golf. The 

elevated tee of the par-4 1st hole, known as ‘Battery’, lies just outside 

the pro shop and is perched above a beach. Your opening blow must 

carry the sand and find the angled fairway beyond the back of the 

beach. While most courses would play the beach as out-of-bounds, at 

Machrihanish the beach is a lateral water hazard, so players can be 

tempted to be more aggressive with their drive knowing they can finish 

on the beach and make a recovery shot … if the tide is out.

I had an absolute ball playing Machrihanish. I didn’t really care about 

my score and had fun just trying to play the wide range of shots the 

layout demanded. Having played the 18 holes in just a tick over three 

SEE SCOTLAND WITH  
QANTAS GOLF CLUB
WEST OF SCOTLAND GOLF PACKAGE: 
• Five nights’ hotel accommodation
• Scottish breakfast daily
• Four rounds of golf
• Whisky tasting
• Car hire for the duration of the package
ITINERARY:
Day 1 – Arrive into Glasgow Airport, transfer to Trump 
Turnberry Resort or Enterkine House for five nights.
Day 2 – Play Turnberry Ailsa course (newly opened)

Day 3 – Play Turnberry 
Kintyre. After golf enjoy 
a wonderful VIP whisky 
tasting sampling four 
aged malt whiskies.
Day 4 – Play Royal Troon or Western Gailes.
Day 5 – Play Prestwick. In the evening enjoy a golf 
history talk presented by one of Scotland’s foremost  
golf historians.
Day 6 – Depart.

Costs: $4,659 per golfer (Enterkine  
House Hotel) or $5,710  per golfer (Turnberry Resort)
*Conditons apply
For more details, call Qantas Golf Travel on 1300 742 973. 

For more details visit qantasgolfclub.com/holidays
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WHERE TO PLAY 
WESTERN GAILES GOLF CLUB 

Location: Gailes Rd, Irvine, Ayrshire.

Green fee: £135 (to Sept.), £90 (Oct.).

Website: www.westerngailes.com

ROYAL TROON GOLF CLUB
Location: Craigend Rd, Troon, Ayrshire.

Green fee: £150 (visitors only on Mondays, Tuesdays 

and Thursdays until Oct. 8).

Website: www.royaltroon.co.uk

PRESTWICK GOLF CLUB (pictured below)

Location: Links Rd, Prestwick, Ayrshire.

Green fee: £150 weekdays, £175 weekends, plus 

£65 for additional rounds in the same week (April to 

Oct.); £90/£115 (Nov. to March).

Website: www.prestwickgc.co.uk

TRUMP TURNBERRY RESORT
Location: Maidens Rd, Turnberry, Ayrshire.

Green fee: £250 weekdays, £275 weekends; £180 

and £195 for resort guests (the Ailsa course will 

remain closed until June 2016).

Website: www.turnberry.co.uk

KILMARNOCK GOLF CLUB  
(BARASSIE LINKS)

Location: Hillhouse Rd, Barassie, Ayrshire.

Green fee: £60 (per round) weekdays, £80 (day 

ticket) weekdays; £70 (per round) weekends, from 

May to September.

Website: www.kbgc.co.uk

GLASGOW GAILES GOLF CLUB
Location: Gailes Rd, Irvine, Ayrshire.

Green fee: £95 (per round) seven days; £115 (day 

ticket), from May to September.

Website: www.gaileslinks.co.uk

IRVINE GOLF CLUB
Location: Sandy Rd, Irvine, Ayrshire.

Green fee: £60 (per round) seven days; £70 (day 

ticket) weekdays.

Website: www.theirvinegolfclub.co.uk

MACHRIHANISH GOLF CLUB
Location: Machrihanish, Argyll.

Green fee: £65 (per round) seven days; £95 (day 

ticket).

Website: www.machgolf.com

MACHRIHANISH DUNES 
Location: Machrihanish, Argyll.

Green fee: £75 (per round) seven days; £95 (day pass).

Website: www.machrihanishdunes.com

WHERE TO STAY
PRESTWICK OLD COURSE HOTEL, 
PRESTWICK
Established in the mid 1800s, this hotel is just a 

pitching wedge from where the first ever shot in Open 

Championship history was struck. The building, once the 

favourite drinking hole of Prestwick caddies, has retained 

many of the original features based around a golf 

theme, such as the stained glass window, the golf coat 

of arms that sits proudly at the front of the building.

Rates: From £39 to £75 (not at peak times).

Website: www.prestwickoldcoursehotel.com

THE ROYAL HOTEL, CAMPBELTOWN
Overlooking the picturesque Campbeltown Harbour, 

this historic hotel has been fully refurbished in 

recent years with all 23 guest rooms offering modern 

luxuries with an old world feel. There is a shuttle 

available to take you to Machrihanish Dunes as well.

Rates: From £79 to £129 for a classic room.

Website: www.machrihanishdunes.com/stay/

theroyalhotel 
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hours – which I reckon has a lot to do with the routing where tees are 

close to the preceding green – there was plenty of time for another 

round, which produced a whole new list of shots as the wind dropped 

off into the evening.

Nearly 130 years after Old Tom pegged out his routing for 

Machrihanish, a new course – Machrihanish Dunes – was developed 

next door. The course is the brainchild of Australian businessman 

Brian Keating who, like me, fell in love with the old Machrihanish 

layout but, unlike me, had the resources to create a modern links on 

the same coastline.

While the courses are neighbours, the land Machrihanish Dunes 

covers is far more dramatic. If you have ever had the privilege of 

playing Barnbougle Dunes in Tasmania, imagine the same dramatic 

dunescape and pump it with steroids. Machrihanish Dunes is by far 

the most undulating links layout I have played. It is a rollercoaster ride 

from opening tee shot to your final approach into the 18th green.

Keating commissioned David McLay Kidd to design the course, 

with a raft of environmental restrictions implemented that forced him 

to route his holes to areas through, over and around massive rugged 

dunes. Only the greens and tees were shaped and there was no heavy 

machinery used in the construction of the layout.

The ongoing maintenance is carried out without chemicals or 

pesticides, while dozens of Hebridian black sheep roam the course, 

trimming the rough and fairways between October and April.

Paths between holes wind over lengthy stretches up, down and 

between the dunes, which adds to the physical challenge but were 

essential to avoid the sensitive environmental areas of the property. 

There are quite a few blind shots, both from the tee and fairway,  

while the putting surfaces pitch and fall like angry waves. What the 

old Machrihanish course offers in variety and fun, Machrihanish 

Dunes provides equal doses of torment and difficulty, which I find just 

as enjoyable.                                                                   – Brendan James 


