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The Scottish Highlands have changed a 
great deal since Herbert Warren Wind 

penned his 1964 New Yorker masterpiece, 
“North to the Links of Dornoch.” Back 
then, pilgrims to the birthplace of Donald 
Ross had to drive on minor roads all the 
way around the Dornoch Firth; today, if 
travelers aren’t zipping across the bridge 
from Tain (which opened in 1991), they’re 
dropping down in chartered helicopters and 
landing right near the first tee of the great 
links. Although the village has retained its 
charm and authenticity, Dornoch is now 
squarely on the beaten path. In recent 
years, the success of developments like 
Scottish Open venue Castle Stuart have 
given visitors added incentive to choose 
the Highlands over other golf “clusters” like 
St. Andrews or East Lothian, a trend that’s 
only going to intensify with the arrival 
of Coore & Crenshaw’s Coul Links. In a 
future issue, we’ll give you the scoop on 

that promising property just ten minutes 
up the coast from Dornoch.   

In order to have a Wind-like, ends-of-
the-earth experience in 2016, one has to 
keep driving—north to the links north of 
Dornoch. In June, mere days before the 
UK’s momentous “Brexit” vote, we flew 
into the Highland capital of Inverness 
(INV) and steered our rental car through 
400 miles of winding pavement, golfing our 
way through the remote lands of Caithness, 
Sutherland, and Wester Ross on a road 
called the North Coast 500.  

The North Coast 500 (or NC500) was 
developed by the North Highland Initiative, 
an organization launched by Prince 
Charles “to promote, develop and support 
the rural communities” of the region. To 
say it has been successful would be an 
understatement. Simply put, the NC500 
is one of the world’s great road trips—in 

ullapool and other courses on the nC500 make for one of  golf’s great road trips
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our estimation, it easily surpasses both California’s 
Big Sur and Cape Breton’s Cabot Trail for its ever-
changing diversity of natural wonders and sheer 
driving enjoyment. Every bend in the road unveils 
a new surprise in this world of colossal mountains, 
romantic lochs, and wild machair prairie. The 
geological transition from Dornoch’s tranquil 
east coast linksland to this environment is a joy to 
behold.   

Now that it’s officially been “discovered,” the 
NC500 has engendered some controversy among 
locals, as reports abound of overcrowding. Some 
adrenalized visitors have arrived in supercharged 
McLarens and Maseratis in an attempt to drive 
the 500 in record time. This is insane when one 
considers that long stretches of the route are single-
track—every two-tenths of a mile, say, there will be 
an extra bulge of pavement that constitutes a passing place, and 
it’s up to you to negotiate with the other driver who pulls over. It’s 
easy to get the hang of this—there’s a lot of polite waving—but 
the authorities should take measures to ensure the NC500 doesn’t 
become a racetrack. That said, we drove it in peak season and 
spotted only one serious sports car, and it was obeying the speed 
limit. Lumbering Winnebagos were a far more common sight. 

As for the golf, there’s a reason the tour buses usually don’t 
make it past Dornoch—while very good, the courses aren’t at 
that “bucket list” level. You’ll certainly want to fold in rounds at 
some combination of Royal Dornoch, Golspie, and Brora before 
forging into the wilds—for a backgrounder on those legendary 
links, see GOLF ODYSSEY, November 2009. Still, the NC500 
is an unforgettable journey—one we’d recommend especially 
to adventurous couples. Summer is definitely the best time to 
go—partly to take advantage of the long hours of daylight, but 
also because the weather can be unpredictable in climes this 
northerly. This is not a trip you’d want to try in the winter. We 
found northcoast500.com to be a useful planning resource—be 
sure to review the website’s FAQs in order to plot a safe, efficient, 
and exciting drive. 

Scotland’s north coast has to rank high on any list of the most low-
key golf destinations. If you dream of having a classic links all to 
yourself, this is your place. All of the courses featured here run on 
the honesty-box system—bring cash for green fees—and you’re 
likely to meet more sheep than people. It’s certainly a contrast 
with the hustle and bustle of St. Andrews, or even Dornoch.  

Our first stop was Wick Golf Club (Rating: B), a 90-minute shot 
from Dornoch along an easy stretch of the A9 highway. Operating 
without GPS, we had a little trouble finding it—note that it’s on 
the far side of Wick, past the signpost for the neighboring village 

of Reiss—but our hidden gem alarms started sounding when 
we turned down a single-track farm road and made a beeline 
for the beach. At the end of the lane we encountered a stolid, 
hut-like clubhouse. The building was empty and the bar (which 
prominently features the hometown dram, Old Pulteney) locked 
up, so we placed our cash in an envelope and headed straight out. 

Wick is a traditional out-and-back links, a James Braid layout 
that has seen sensitive revisions in the 21st century, most notably 
in getting the golfer closer to the sea on the homeward nine by 
nesting tees against the lee side of the dune wall. Other than the 
greens running a little slow, we found the links to be in very good 
shape. 

Wick is extremely playable—the club has incorporated a wide 
cut of primary rough that will knock down most wayward shots 
before they reach the heavy pasture grass. A typical hole starts off 
plainly—like the Old Course, Wick features little elevation change 
but is far from “flat”—but then becomes increasingly interesting 
as one approaches a simple yet artfully arranged green. There 
aren’t many bunkers, and those present are mostly tiny pots. You 
won’t be in many, but if you do find one, there’s a good chance 
you’ll have stance trouble or need to play out sideways. Wick isn’t 
the most memorable links you’ll ever play, but it’s good fun.  

The next morning we made the half-hour drive up to Reay Golf 
Club (Rating: B), on the north coast near the town of Thurso. 
Arriving at the clubhouse, we received a warm welcome from 
members Evan and Kenny, who detained us for coffee and biscuits 
and a pleasant chat before we set out. “It’s a busy day today—the 
June medal,” Evan explained, then added with a smile, “There 
are fifteen people on the course right now.” The two men pointed 
out that Reay has just a single employee, the greenkeeper (“just 
a mechanic, really”), and that all other tasks are handled by 
volunteers. 

One would be predisposed to look kindly upon such a bare-
bones operation, and indeed, the members do a great job in 
keeping their links in fighting shape. Unfortunately, the design is 

Wick golf  Club is a highly playable James Braid creation 90 minutes from dornoch
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disappointing. Though Reay has a classic 
pedigree, having originated as a 12-hole 
James Braid course, its extension to a full 
eighteen didn’t quite work out. The course 
gets off to a weird start, with a 235-yard 
par three to an ill-defined target and then 
two straight holes, the former a snoozer of 
a par five bordering farm fields, the latter a 
punishing long four. Reay hits its stride at 
the 4th, a rollicking par five with its green 
hidden away in the slack of a large, blown-
out dune. The quality continues at the 
6th—any hole nicknamed “Braid’s Choice” 
usually has acquired that distinction for a 
reason, and Reay’s compelling dogleg-left 
three-shotter, with its green defended by a 
sinister burn, is no exception. Not many 
courses have a par three as the number-
one handicap test, but at the bruising 200-yard 7th, which plays 
well uphill and into the wind to a green perched on the edge of 
an escarpment, Reay demonstrates what lay-of-the-land links 
golf is all about.  

Unfortunately, Reay loses its plot on the back nine, where 
a string of back-and-forth holes commences, with each set 
playing steeply uphill, then straight back down. This tedious 
repetition led us to skip a couple of holes, hopping over to the 
(very good) par-four 17th and playing home from there. Some 
observers place Reay ahead of Wick, but we’re not so sure. It’s 
more difficult, yes, and its best holes are better, but it has more 
slogs, as well.

Durness Golf Club (Rating: B+) was our favorite on this 
NC500 itinerary. The most northerly course on the British 
mainland is a relatively recent creation, having been laid out in 
the late 1980s by a trio of local amateur designers. They did a 
super job. Durness is not a links but rather a clifftop course—
at times, its gargantuan ocean views bring to mind eye-candy 
classics like Old Head and Nefyn & District. Its most famous 
hole is the 9th, a spectacular cliff-edge par three, but we were 
pleasantly surprised by the quality of its inland tests. When not 
in view of the sea, Durness plays across tremendous expanses 
of open machair backdropped by rugged mountains—it’s easy 
to feel dwarfed by the sheer scale of the place. We thoroughly 
enjoyed the drivable par-four 4th, where a blind tee shot is 
paired with a shoulder-like ridge running on the beeline to the 
green, kicking slight misses down into a grassy trough. We also 
loved the 6th, a par five that’s set off on its own in a vast bowl 
and traces a sweeping arc around a natural lake.    

Durness is a nine-hole course with eighteen tees. While there 
may not be enough variety in the tee placements to justify a 
second go ‘round, the club charges the same price for nine 
or eighteen, so you might as well play as many holes as your 
schedule allows. After all, you’re not likely to tire of the setting. 

Like Durness, Ullapool Golf Club (Rating: B), in the 
picturesque west coast fishing village of the same name, is 
pure “holiday golf.” It’s very short—just two sets of tees set at 
4,771 and 5,299 yards—but the wind keeps things interesting. 
While the 1st and 9th holes are prosaic, everything in between 
is memorable—and often incredibly beautiful. The 2nd, a 181-
yard par three, jumps off a wooded cliff down to a green beyond 
a picturesque inlet. The 3rd is a narrow two-shotter set from 
tee to green against the rocky shore of Loch Broom. It plays 
dead into a crosswind that wants to blow your ball out into the 
river, but how far are you willing to aim into the gorse banks 
on the right? Two clever, low shots are what’s needed here. The 
5th and 6th, which occupy a higher terrace of ground, are a 
pair of riotously fun short fours measuring 251 and 262 yards, 
respectively. Be careful, though—unless you’re very confident 
with the driver, bombing away with this much wind present can 
lead to lost balls and shredded scorecards. Ullapool is playable 
for anyone and everyone, and for strong players it’s at the very 
least a fabulous place to work on flighting irons. Hidden gem 
status? Confirmed. 

Gairloch Golf Club (Rating: C+), our final stop, bills itself 
as “possibly the best wee golf course in the Highlands.” 
We appreciate the modesty of the “possibly” but…nah. It’s 
definitely “wee,” though. One of the smallest courses in terms 
of acreage we’ve ever seen, Gairloch is a par-31 toy box set in a 
pocket of rolling dunes just inside a tranquil beach. It features 
one sweetheart of a hole, the 3rd, a par three backdropped by 
a pretty country church, and one genuine banger—the 526-
yard par-five 8th, which runs most of its length atop the dune 
wall before plunging 20 feet or so down to a sunken green. The 
course is chockablock full of crazy/dangerous crossing shots—
take a pass if the parking lot is full—and it has moments where 
it gets a bit silly. (A couple of tees are squeezed on wooded 
hillsides where they can’t grow grass, so you play from artificial 
turf.) Assigning a grade to Gairloch isn’t easy, but it’s a charming 
place, one that certainly fits into the free-spirited golf scene of 
the North Coast 500.

The spectacular cliff-edge par-three 9th is the most famous hole at durness
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For our first night, we settled in at the Bank Guesthouse (Rating: 
C+), a steep-staired Victorian pile on the main drag in Wick. The 
owners’ nephew, Gary, met us at the door and gamely (though with 
a nearly impenetrable accent) gave the lay of the land, showing us 
where to park—there’s a secure lot around back, on Kirk Lane—
and helping with luggage. Our room, #5, was small and basic 
but tidy and in good condition, featuring a queen bed, flatscreen 
television, and free WiFi. The bathroom was one of those deals 
where turning on the light also activated an annoyingly loud fan. 
The next morning, the owner, William, fixed a delicious Scottish 
breakfast of eggs and bacon, grilled tomato, black pudding, and 
hash browns. 

Our grade is slightly unfair to the Bank, which was fine for what 
it is—we slept well there. It’s based more on our first impression 
of Wick as a dreary kind of place. While we’d certainly advise 
playing the local links, it might be a good idea to bypass the town 
in favor of a night farther south in Dornoch or Brora, or north in 
Reay or Durness. 

Night two found us on the west coast, at the Scourie Hotel (Rating: 
B). For an obsessive golfer, 
it was fascinating to see 
a hotel totally given over 
to another captivating 
sporting endeavor—fly 
fishing. Basically, the 
Scourie is the Pinecrest Inn 
of the angling world, though 
it’s better-appointed than 
that Pinehurst institution. 
It’s a lot of fun to browse 
through the hotel’s trophy 
cases of half-century-old 

prize trout, paraphernalia (vintage rods 
and lures), artwork, and intricate maps 
of the region’s countless lochs.

The Scourie is a great spot if you know 
what you’re getting into. Most rooms 
are booked in weeklong blocks by the 
same fishing parties, year after year. 
A few are held over for nightly pass-
through visitors. Our chamber (#7) 
was awfully small—just a single bed, 
sink, shower, and toilet, with nowhere 
to stow larger luggage. Those who like 
to spread out might balk, but the hotel 
compensates with pleasant service and 
the aforementioned rustic-elegant public 
spaces. The two front living rooms offer 
a number of cozy sofas and armchairs 
upholstered in tasteful tartans and 
arrayed around fireplaces. There’s a 

formal dining room and an appealing cocktail bar that is a good 
place to sip a wee dram with a book or to eavesdrop on the fish 
tales spun by fellow guests.

Note: If you’re planning a North Coast 500 trip well in advance, 
take a look at Mackay’s, a boutique B&B just five minutes up the 
road from Durness Golf Club. It was booked solid during our 
visit, thus forcing us to make the happy discovery of the Scourie, 
but its rooms look modern and very comfortable. 

Our final night was spent at the Shieldaig Lodge (Rating: A-), set 
on the shores of a loch not far from Gairloch. The manager told us 
that this stately Victorian pile had been built by arch-imperialist 
and diamond tycoon Cecil Rhodes as a hunting lodge for his wife, 
but this does not square with the historical consensus that Rhodes 
never married. Either way, this is a small luxury hotel with an 
understated charm that we can recommend without hesitation. 
Our room (#3) was large, with high ceilings and oversized 
picture windows overlooking the lake. It featured an extremely 
comfortable king bed, a vintage desk, an armoire with flatscreen 
TV, and an up-to-date bathroom with heated towel racks. The 
Shieldaig has a strong and free WiFi signal. Note that Scotland’s 
answer to mosquitos—midges—prosper on the west coast, so 
you’ll want to bring bug spray.  

In remote Sutherland, one can drive for miles without encountering 
palatable dining options, so it’s advisable to have a plan (and pack 
a cooler as a Plan B) rather than rely on serendipity. You’ll be 
stopping a lot along the way to take photos or look around, and 
drive times often take longer than the stated mileage due to the 
winding tracks through the mountains. Livestock-related traffic 
jams aren’t out of the question, either.

ullapool golf  Club provides beautiful holiday golf  on the north Coast 500

   With no public Wifi and 

nearly non-existent network 

service, Scourie is one of  

those increasingly rare 

places where you’re forced 

to “disconnect.” Plan 

accordingly.

s
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The long days will tempt you to stay out, but be 
advised that most establishments end their dinner 
service at 9 p.m., or sometimes even as early as 8. It’s 
best to dine early, then head back out. We learned 
this the hard way in Wick, where one of the few 
cheerful-looking restaurants in town, Devita’s, 
brusquely turned us away fifteen minutes before 
their posted closing time. When this happens, your 
options dwindle to the local grease emporium “chip 
shop” or sad Indian curry joint, neither of which is 
likely to hit the spot.   

We did better the second night in the dining room at 
the Scourie Hotel (Dining Rating: B). The shrimp 
cocktail with local langoustines will please seafood 
fans, and our game pie—a mix of rabbit, venison 
and “pheasant and other little flying things,” per the 
waitress’s description—was hearty fare. The carrot-
and-coriander soup course, however, was irredeemably bland. 
It’s likely that the best dining at the Scourie occurs when the 
chef cooks up the trout you caught on the loch earlier that 
afternoon. 

The Shieldaig Lodge (Dining Rating: A-) benefits greatly 
from its French chef, who hails from a small town in the 
Alps. We greeted him after our meal and had a pleasant chat 
in which he described the ethos of simplicity that he brings 
to his cuisine. We could see exactly what he meant. Our three 
courses—smoked haddock and pea fishcake, grilled plaice with 
pesto, and vanilla crème brulée with coconut meringue—were 
all beautifully prepared, and sent us off to bed feeling not over-
stuffed, but entirely satisfied.  

We’ve already resolved to return to this amazing corner of the 
world to visit some of the places we missed the first time. If 
you are into hiking or mountain biking, your options are close 
to unlimited. The Sutherland coast between Durness and 
Ullapool is especially glorious for outdoor activities. A trusted 
British friend suggested we visit Sandwood Bay (johnmuirtrust.
org), a knockout patch of wild land not far from Cape Wrath, 
Scotland’s northwesterly extreme. A four-mile hike from the 
parking lot sadly ruled that out, but we did manage to spend 
a morning exploring nearby Old Shoremore, an incredible 
and isolated beach in its own right. Check out walkhighlands.
co.uk/sutherland for more hiking ideas. Fly-fishing is epic 
throughout the Highlands—the Scourie is just one spot where 
you can hire a ghillie to serve as a guide or instructor. Exploring 
the principal towns along the motorway—Thurso, Durness, 
Ullapool, et al.—is a good way to give tired legs a rest. In 
Ullapool, the Ceilidh Place is a great spot for live Celtic music. 

Wick Golf Club 
wickgolfclub.org.uk; 011-44-1955-602-726 
green fee: £30.

Reay Golf Club 
reaygolfclub.co.uk; 011-44-1847-811-288 
green fee: £25.

Durness Golf Club 
durnessgolfclub.org; 011-44-1971-511-364 
green fee: £20.

Ullapool Golf Club 
ullapoolgolfclub.co.uk; 011-44-1854-613-323 
green fee: £20.  

Gairloch Golf Club 
gairlochgolfclub.co.uk; 011-44-1445-712-407 
green fee: £25.

Bank Guesthouse 
guesthousewick.co.uk; 011-44-1955-604-001 
4 rooms from £88.

Scourie Hotel 
scouriehotel.com; 011-44-1971-502-396 
21 rooms from £65 to £135.

Shieldaig Lodge 
shieldaiglodge.com; 011-44-1445-741-333 
12 rooms from £160 to £350.

Beware of  crossing shots on gairloch’s charming but compact nine holer

Shieldaig lodge is a small luxury hotel near gairloch
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Valhalla
a look inside the Pga’s Private Club

We don’t often make our 
way to Kentucky for golf, 

but the Bourbon Trail and horse 
country between Louisville and 
Lexington has long been on our 
radar screen. Next spring, we plan 
on spotlighting Lexington’s public 
eighteens. This month, we focus 
our lens on Valhalla, Kentucky’s 
highest profile golf club. Located 
in a rural setting 16 miles east of 
Louisville, Valhalla has amassed 
an impressive tournament history 
since it debuted 30 years ago. 
As the US seeks to avenge three 
consecutive defeats in the Ryder 
Cup later this month at Hazeltine 
(see GOLF ODYSSEY, September 
2015), you might remember 
that the last US triumph in the 
competition was at Valhalla in 2008, when captain Paul Azinger 
guided the US to a 16-½ to 11-½ rout of the Euros. We recently 
visited the only exclusively private club owned by the PGA of 
America to see what walking in the steps of the game’s great 
players is like. 

Guest play at Valhalla is primarily with members or as a 
sponsored guest of a member. The club does, however, allow 
some unaccompanied non-member play. As a courtesy to PGA 
of America professionals throughout the country, this flagship 
property welcomes a limited number of reciprocal rounds from 
members of private clubs. The club doesn’t like to reveal what its 
non-member guest fees are, in part because all such rounds are 
arranged on a case-by-case basis. A good rule of thumb is to figure 
on roughly $300, plus the cost of a caddie/forecaddie and gratuity. 

We found Valhalla to be an appealing, welcoming, and attractive 
club when we visited in July. The club’s founder and driving force 
was Dwight Gahm (pronounced “Game”), a kitchen cabinet 
manufacturer who passed away earlier this year at age 96. In the 
early 1980s, Gahm decided to build a course on farmland he 
owned. Though he originally envisioned a layout that would be a 
fun test for his family and friends, Gahm realized he could make 
a lasting contribution to the Louisville area by building a world-
class test that could attract major competitions. He commissioned 
Jack Nicklaus to design the layout and the club opened for play 
in 1986. 

Valhalla was an immediate sensation and began appearing on top-
100 course lists. Gahm lobbied the PGA of America to host a major 
tournament at the new club, while the PGA, in turn, was looking to 

acquire a major-worthy private club of its own. The organization 
purchased a minority interest in the club and awarded it the 1996 
PGA Championship, won by Mark Brooks. Gahm and the PGA 
reached an arrangement for the organization to eventually assume 
complete ownership. That occurred in 2001. From 1996 to 2014, 
Valhalla hosted three PGA Championships, two Senior PGA 
Championships, the PGA Professional Championship (for club 
professionals), and a Ryder Cup. 

Valhalla, named after the place in Norse mythology where fallen 
Viking heroes feast with the Gods, is a tough course. If the measure 
of a championship test is the quality of its winners, Valhalla stands 
strong. Tom Watson, Hale Irwin, Tiger Woods, and Rory McIlroy 
have hoisted trophies here, typically in dramatic fashion. In the 
2000 PGA, Tiger snuck a six-footer into the cup on the 72nd hole 
to make his playoff victory over unheralded Bob May possible. 
During the final round of the thrilling 2014 PGA Championship, 
lead changes abounded as McIlroy, Phil Mickelson, Henrik 
Stenson, and Rickie Fowler were all in the hunt. 

Over the years, Valhalla has elicited divergent opinions. Many 
critics and players (including Phil Mickelson) love it, while others 
haven’t always seen its merits. Common knocks on Valhalla have 
been that Nicklaus’s design is disjointed as well as overly styled 
and formulaically contrived for the pro game. 

If you’ve only seen Valhalla on television, you will likely be 
surprised at how pretty the site is. It is especially attractive in fall, 
when the foliage turns. There are also no houses near the playing 
field. In 2007, Nicklaus came back to make minor adjustments 
to the course, reshaping several greens and adding length, and 
in September of 2011 he began a major renovation that lasted 

valhalla, a Jack nicklaus design outside of  louisville, has hosted numerous major championships 

valHalla gOlf CluB



September 2016 7

a full year. Not only did Jack improve Valhalla’s drainage, he 
also revised the bunkering and completely rebuilt the greens. 
Previously wildly contoured and undulating, the putting 
surfaces are now much more restrained. This has allowed 
for additional pin positions and set-up options. Overall, 
the changes have helped make Valhalla more accessible and 
enjoyable for everyday amateur play while still maintaining its 
championship integrity. 

Valhalla’s front nine sports a links-style look. This section of 
the course, which weaves around a creek called Floyd’s Fork, 
rambles over exposed, low-lying terrain. The creek comes into 
play on four holes. If you’re going to score here, you must get off 
to a good start. The 4th hole, a short dogleg-left par four laden 
with options, is the last “easy” par before Valhalla begins baring 
its teeth. The strength of the course is in its par fours, and the 
back-to-back dogleg-right 5th and the no. 1 handicap 6th are 
two prime examples.

Moving to the back nine, Valhalla takes on a traditional, 
parkland aspect. This is very attractive ground, as the playing 
field turns hillier and mature trees provide some seclusion. 
Continuing a pattern established on the front, most tests dogleg 
one way or the other. Nicklaus’s design often limits how far you 
can hit your tee shot before the fairway runs out. Valhalla’s 

signature hole is the short par-four 13th, 
which features an island green encased by 
limestone rock facing. Holes 15 and 16 sit 
down in a picturesque valley with a creek 
in play. 

Members typically play in about 4 hours 
and 15 minutes, but guest rounds normally 
take 4.5 hours. Valhalla is very walkable, 
as its hills, though prominent on the back 
nine, are not overly steep. Some 30 percent 
of rounds are walking. As a guest, if there 
isn’t a member in your group, you must 
take a forecaddie or caddie. 

Under trying climatic conditions, Valhalla 
is superbly maintained. Cart-path-only 
days are rare unless it is extremely wet or 

a competition is fast approaching. Note that although most 
of the courses in the Louisville-Lexington area sport zoysia 
fairways, Valhalla has bentgrass tees, fairways, and greens. The 
cut rough is bluegrass and fescue. Zoysia grass is used on the 
bunker faces. These faces are the only areas of the course that go 
dormant in the offseason. Valhalla likes to keep the greens, now 
a hardier strain of bentgrass that holds up in Louisville’s heat 
and humidity, rolling between 10.5 and 11.5 on the Stimpmeter.

Though the club stays open year round, prime golf months 
extend from May through October. Keith Reese, who served 
as Valhalla’s Head Golf Professional before becoming its 
General Manager, told us June and mid-September through 
October provide the best bet for optimum weather and playing 
conditions. The majority of play occurs on Fridays and Saturday 
and Sunday mornings. During the week, Valhalla is seldom 
very busy. 

Many people think Valhalla is a snooty place, but we found 
it anything but. The members, who are overwhelmingly male 
at this golf-only club, tend to be avid and skilled players who 
are really into the game. You can count on a warm reception 
from the staff and the members alike. Guests enjoy a “member 
for the day” experience. You will be welcome to use the locker 
room and eat in the dining room and, as one would expect, 
practice facilities are excellent.

Be advised, however, that Valhalla is about to begin an extensive 
renovation and expansion of its clubhouse. Though play will 
continue without disruption, the clubhouse will close at the end 
of October and reopen in April 2017.

If you’re a member of a private club and are interested in playing 
Valhalla, you should ask your home pro to make an inquiry to 
GM Keith Reese on your behalf.

Valhalla Golf Club 

valhallagolfclub.com; 502-545-4475

valhalla’s links-style front nine rambles over predominantly flat terrain

Tough par fours represent the strength of  this private layout
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Kennebunkport, Maine
Presidential golf  and a gourmet Treat

Back in July, we featured Prouts Neck 
Country Club in Scarborough, 

Maine, a private hidden gem accessible to 
guests of the Black Point Inn. This month, 
we slide down the coast some 30 miles 
to Kennebunkport. This historic seaside 
town may be best known as the summer 
home of the Bush family, but for those 
looking for a New England excursion, it’s 
a charming resort hamlet with memorable 
golf and an impressive array of restaurants, 
galleries, boutiques, and ocean activities. 
Though summer is Kennebunkport’s 
busiest season, it’s also a lovely spot for a 
fall foliage getaway. 

Golf has long been a popular activity 
in Kennebunkport. In the mid-1920s, 
Walter Travis designed the area’s premier 
eighteen, the links-style Cape Arundel 
Golf Club, with both holiday and skilled 
players in mind. The club has enjoyed 
outsized fame ever since it became known as President George 
H.W. Bush’s summer playing field. Several times a week, the elder 
Bush, often in the company of sons George W. and Jeb and the 
club’s head pro, Ken Raynor, zipped around the course. For the 
preternaturally restless 41st President, the object wasn’t so much 
to shoot a good score as to play as quickly as possible—“cart polo,” 
he wryly called it.

We spoke to some locals who told us that when “41” was playing, 
the Bushes would buzz up to groups at breakneck speed and 
immediately play through. They regularly finished their rounds 
in well under three hours, often in under two. Bush 41, who won 
the club championship at age 23 in 1947, was ever courteous and 
polite, chatting amiably while dispensing souvenir golf balls and 
posing for pictures with those he passed. In the 1990s he could 
still shoot in the high 70s when he concentrated, though he was 
shaky around the devilish greens and prone to frequent three-
putts before being saved by the long putter. 

In addition to Cape Arundel, we also sampled Webhannet Golf 
Club, another vintage layout that welcomes non-member play 
every day of the week, as well as Old Marsh Country Club, an 
attractive eight-year-old Brian Silva design in nearby Wells. 
In Kennebunkport, we made our home base at the posh White 
Barn Inn, a Relais & Châteaux property and a sister hotel to the 
Mayflower Inn (see GOLF ODYSSEY, September 2010) in the 
Berkshires. The Inn, which is a five-minute walk from the heart of 
town, features one of Maine’s premier dining experiences. 

For those who plan on flying to Southern Maine, the closest 
commercial airport to Kennebunkport is Portland International 
Jetport (PWM), about 27 miles away. Alternatives include Boston’s 
Logan Airport (BOS) and Manchester-Boston Airport (MHT) in 
New Hampshire, both of which are a 90-minute drive if traffic 
isn’t snarled. For private flyers, Sanford Seacoast Regional Airport 
(SFM) is just 15 miles away.

Cape Arundel Golf Club (Rating: B+) rambles through a 
compact, 90-acre site alongside the Kennebunk River and Bass 
Creek. It’s a picturesque, links-style, Golden Age design from 
Walter Travis, famed designer of Garden City Golf Club and 
Westchester Country Club, among others. Topping out at just 
5,859 yards, this par-69 (four par threes and one par five) may seem 
easy, but it is well defended by the creek, bunkers, and wonderful 
green complexes with tricky undulations. Over the decades, Cape 
Arundel has hosted a parade of presidents, dignitaries, sporting 
legends, and PGA Tour stars. Phil Mickelson holds the course 
record of 60. Conditions have improved markedly following a 
restoration a few years back by Bruce Hepner, formerly Tom Doak’s 
associate at Renaissance Golf Design. Hepner’s efforts included 
installing a new drainage and irrigation system, repairing eroded 
areas along the river, rebuilding tees, recapturing Travis’ bunkers, 
and enlarging the greens back to their original size. 

Walter Travis made excellent use of  a creek at Cape arundel golf  Club
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The par-four 1st hole, in which the fairway 
dramatically dips and rises en route to a 
green perched near the riverbank, provides 
an apt introduction. The river, a creek, and 
a pair of ponds pose a threat on at least 
eight holes. The natural roll of the fairways 
yields numerous uneven stances and a few 
blind shots. Since the playing field is open 
and exposed to the elements, wind presents 
a ubiquitous challenge to club selection. 

Travis considered the greens the charm of 
Cape Arundel. He planned “three fairly 
flat, two or three gently sloping, one or two 
on the punch bowl order, two or three of 
the plateau type, and the rest more or less 
undulating.” He proclaimed them “real 
beauties” that “will delight the soul of any 
real golfer.” Their false fronts, side falloffs, 
and riotous undulations will also befuddle 
him or her. Our best advice is to aim for the center of the greens 
and pray. 

Throughout the routing, tees and greens practically bump up 
against each other. The teeing areas are small and minimally 
(if at all) elevated. Since the terrain is moderately hilly but not 
severe, Cape Arundel makes for a joyous walk. 

Cape Arundel is not without quirks and distractions, but those 
elements only seem to add to its unique charm and character. 
Although the public is welcome to play, only members are 
allowed to use the driving range. The entrance drive crosses 
several holes and you must hit over it a few times, so be on 
your guard for cars and proceed slowly in your own vehicle 
when entering and exiting the club. Finally, the holes converge 
in spots, so stay alert for stray shots. We were nearly grazed by 
a tee shot while putting on the 4th green. When we asked the 
attendant in the golf shop if players get hit often, he replied that 
no one has been seriously hurt in the 20 years he’d been there. 
That streak is on the line every day.

Though George W. Bush still plays here almost every day when 
he’s in town, he makes a tee time like other members and his 
presence causes almost no inconvenience. He typically goes out 
early with Ken Raynor (still the club’s head professional) and 
is accompanied by his retinue of Secret Service agents. In case 
you were wondering, “43” plays at a brisk but civilized pace.  

Cape Arundel’s clubhouse, dubbed “41 House,” is a vintage 
Craftsman Bungalow-style building with some neat 
memorabilia in the golf shop and a porch overlooking the 
Kennebunk River. However, there’s no dining service—just a 
couple of vending machines. During the summer you can get a 
hot dog and snacks at a stand by the 11th hole. 

Webhannet Golf Club (Rating: B), a more player-friendly 
and less quirky Golden Age layout, tucks into a neighborhood 

in Kennebunkport Beach, just a few blocks from the ocean. 
Though the sea never comes into view from the golfing grounds, 
ocean breezes often impact play. 

The layout we play today dates from the 1920s, when the routing 
was laid out on a treeless cow pasture. Nowadays, mature trees 
line the fairways. The names of the holes—Needles’ Eye, Lone 
Tree, Oak Knoll, and Willows—provide a clue that trees are a 
factor both aesthetically and strategically. 

A par-71 that tops out at just 6,088 yards, Webhannet features 
a pleasing mix of holes that extend in a variety of directions. 
Elevated tees yield inviting looks at the challenge ahead. You 
will find a number of short par fours, four reachable par fives, 
and two par threes that exceed 200 yards from both the back 
and middle sets of markers. A number of holes dogleg around 
trees and a few play beside and over water hazards and wetlands. 

Compared to Cape Arundel, the bunkering is sparse and the 
greens are far less tricky. Webhannet is a course everyone can 
handle and skilled players can take advantage of. There are just 
three sets of tee markers and from the back (blue) markers the 
slope is a mere 114.  

As at Cape Arundel, you can make a tee time up to three days 
in advance. On Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays, times prior to 
noon are reserved exclusively for members. During the week, 
mens’ and ladies’ groups may also block off other intervals. 

Old Marsh Country Club (Rating: B) is an aptly named Brian 
Silva design that winds through marshland. If Kennebunkport’s 
short, historic eighteens leave you craving a sterner test, this 
layout in nearby Wells should fill the bill. With the marsh 
lurking on a majority of holes, the course will blow up your 
scorecard (and deplete your stock of golf balls) if you cannot 
control your ball flight and execute some formidable forced 
carries. Fast and firm conditions, steep-faced bunkers, and 
elevated greens provide further defense of par. From the 6,583-
yard tips, this par-71 test sports a slope rating of 137. 

generous fairways and lovely trees make for a fun round at Webhannet golf  Club
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Silva, who earned a reputation for his restorations 
of Golden Age classics, draws on golf course 
architectural history here with his own take on 
archetypal holes. On the par-four 2nd, Alps, a cluster 
of mounds obscures the green; use the tall yellow 
and black candy-striped pole as an aiming stick. The 
7th is Silva’s Redan hole; the back nine features two 
Cape-style holes. 

We like Old Marsh because it calls upon players 
to plot a strategy on every tee box. Since the carts 
lack GPS and there’s no yardage guide, this can be 
an especially tough test for those seeing the course 
for the first time. Prospects from the back sets of 
markers look quite narrow, though, in most cases, 
the landing areas are actually generous. You may 
want to keep your driver under wraps on several 
holes, however, as fairways run out and hazards 
lie hidden near dips and rises in the land. A few 
glances at the small routing outline on the back of 
the scorecard may save you a few strokes during the 
round. 

We saw many players walking, although some of the distances 
between green and tee are a little long. After hearing (but not 
seeing) cars speeding along I-95 as we played the front nine, the 
back nine weaves through housing that tarnishes the aesthetics of 
the golfing grounds. Legendary Red Sox pitcher Luis Tiant has a 
home at Old Marsh. 

Practice facilities include a putting green and a chipping area, 
but there’s no driving range. A nice feature is The Old Himalayas 
Putting Course, which extends 150 yards and was patterned after 
the Ladies Putting Course in St. Andrews. Finally, when booking 
your tee time, check GolfNow.com for special rates.

The charming and sophisticated White Barn Inn (Rating: A), a 
Relais & Châteaux property with a friendly and diligent staff, sits 
at the edge of a neighborhood about a five-minute walk from the 
heart of Kennebunkport. This boutique retreat will be especially 
appealing to foodie couples, as not only does it feature one of New 
England’s finest dining experiences, it offers gourmet cooking 
classes taught by the Inn’s executive chef.

Accommodations include a variety of room types in the Main 
House, a historic building that dates from the 1860s; Garden 
Rooms and freshly updated Junior Suites in adjacent buildings; 
and three larger cottages right on the Kennebunk River, about a 
five-minute walk down the road. We stayed in the Main House, 
where we found fresh cut flowers and a generous plate of cheese 
and fruit set out in our room when we arrived. Alas, the Main 
House, which connects to the original barn that houses the Inn’s 
restaurants and bar, doesn’t have an elevator (rooms are on the 
second and third floors) and some of the rooms are on the small 

side. For more privacy, opt for a cottage or a suite. All chambers 
have posh bathrooms featuring Molton Brown toiletries. Rates 
include valet parking, Continental breakfast, and afternoon tea, 
scones, and brandy in the Main House. 

If you prefer to be by the sea, the Cape Arundel Inn & Resort, 
housed in an old mansion, enjoys a splendid oceanfront location 
that looks out on the Bush compound at Walker’s Point. It too 
features elegant fine dining. Note also that Kennebunkport is home 
to a large number of charming bed and breakfast establishments.

The White Barn Inn (Dining Rating: A+) has a casual bistro and 
bar, but you should make a reservation in the main dining room, 
perennially rated one of Maine’s best restaurants. The dining room 
occupies the original rustic barn with exposed beams and a hay 
loft adorned with farm implements and animal figurines. Dinner 
is a formal occasion (men must wear jackets) and a memorable 
experience in which service, though not pretentious, is an art 
form. Our server knew all the intricacies of the wine list and the 
standard four-course and chef ’s tasting nine-course menus that 
showcase creative New England cuisine. We loved the chilled 
spring pea soup and local crab cake and the Kennebunkport 
lobster roll nestled on homemade fettuccine with carrot, ginger, 
snow peas, and Cognac butter sauce. 

Out and about in Kennebunkport, Bandaloop (Rating: A-) is our 
favorite restaurant in the heart of town. The restaurant, named 
for a fictional tribe in a Tom Robbins novel, is almost always busy 
(and usually pretty loud), so be sure to make a reservation. The 
menu changes daily and features a different taco appetizer each 

Brian Silva’s artful design at Old Marsh Country Club provides a stern test

Old MarSH COunTrY CluB
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night and dishes made with fresh 
local organic ingredients and Asian 
influences. Egg rolls stuffed with 
caramelized onions, walnuts, blue 
cheese, and a port wine reduction are 
a trademark starter. 

Countless places in Kennebunkport 
serve up Maine lobster in all 
iterations. The nightly specials board 
of any number of establishments will 
offer impressive prices. If you’re in 
the mood for a brewpub experience, 
Federal Jack’s (Rating: B-) in the 
shipyard behind Spring Street 
specializes in handcrafted beers 
(its seven-barrel brewery is right 
downstairs), comfort seafood, and 
juicy burgers. Over on the coastline, 
Pier 77 (Rating: B+) is a good 
choice for lunch or a sunset dinner 
overlooking Cape Porpoise. The signature clam chowder has a 
thick cream base and the meat in the traditional Maine lobster 
roll is succulent. 

In West Kennebunkport, The Village Tavern (Rating: A-) is a 
favorite of locals. The chef-owner built quite a reputation first 
as executive chef of the White Barn Inn and then of the Cape 
Arundel Inn. His seasonal menu showcases Maine products. 
The biggest raves at our table were for the braised short ribs 
with brandy Dijon peppercorn demi-glace.

The White Barn Inn has a lovely inlaid stone pool and 
complimentary bicycles for exploring Kennebunk. Across the 
street within the grounds of a Franciscan monastery, you will 
find a delightful walking path by the river. You can also walk to 
the beach in under 10 minutes, although if you want a better 
combination of sun, sand, water, and scenery, you should drive 
10 or 15 minutes to the beaches farther south. Before you go, 
you can arrange for the Inn’s culinary team to prepare a special 
picnic lunch in a wicker basket. The White Barn Inn’s signature 
activity is a two-hour cooking class at which you become a 
member of the kitchen staff and help prepare the evening meal. 
The cost is $215 per person.

Kennebunkport’s Dock Square is a haven for antiquing, 
premium shopping, gallery hopping, and strolling. For a 
higher level of adventure, consider a 4.5-hour whale watching 
expedition. During the summer the waters of Southern Maine 
are feeding grounds for no fewer than five types of whales. 
Scenic lobster boat tours, which take less than two hours, are 
also popular.  

Cape Arundel Golf Club 
capearundelgolfclub.com; 207-967-3494 
green fee:  $50 to $100. Carts cost $25 per person. 
aerification: early September.

Webhannet Golf Club 
webhannetgolfclub.com; 207-967-2061 
green fee:  $80 to $95. Carts cost $22 per person. 
aerification: late august or early September.

Old Marsh Country Club 
oldmarshcountryclub.com; 207-251-4653 
green fee:  $55 to $75, includes cart. 
aerification: mid-October.

White Barn inn 
whitebarninn.com; 207-967-2321 
27 rooms from $300 to $1,600. 

The White Barn inn, a relais & Châteaux property, offers a gourmet culinary getaway 

it’s easy to lose a lot of  golf  balls at Old Marsh

Old MarSH COunTrY CluB
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COMing in THe MOnTHS aHead...

Part one of  our tour of  new Zealand’s best golf; Kingsmill resort;  
ak-Chin Southern dunes in Maricopa, arizona; a preview look at Mike Keiser’s new Sand valley

Mossy Oak Golf Club 
Debuts in Mississippi

Gil Hanse’s excellent summer continues this 
month with the debut of Mossy Oak Golf 
Club. On the heels of golf ’s return to the 
Olympics on his sand-based links course 
in Rio, Hanse has created a minimalistic 
eighteen amidst the rolling hills of the 
Mississippi Black Prairie in West Point, 
Mississippi. The new layout is across the 
road from the Bob Cupp-designed Old 
Waverly Golf Course, a sister club that 
hosted the 1999 US Women’s Open. The 
two clubs promise a one-two punch that 
will put West Point, located 135 miles from 
Birmingham, Alabama, on the golf travel 
map and stake a claim to the best golf in 
Mississippi. In contrast to tree-lined Old 
Waverly, Hanse’s exposed 7,500-yard layout 
showcases panoramic views of the wide-
open prairie landscape. 

Hanse also designed the club’s extensive 
practice facilities. You will find a driving 
range with several target greens, a short 
game area, and a putting green in the shape 
of Mississippi. 

This season Mossy Oak is operating out of a 
temporary golf shop. Note that there will not 
be any on-site dining or accommodations 
in 2016. When the permanent clubhouse is 
built (anticipated in 2017), it will feature a 
full-scale pro shop and restaurant, while the 
current golf shop will be converted to guest 
accommodations. The club’s master plan 
calls for guest cabins for traveling golfers. 

Mossy Oak’s preview green fee is $150 
with cart and $132 walking. Stay and play 

packages are available at Old Waverly, 
which has seven cottages that each house 
four separate keyed bedrooms. Note: 
Nearby Golden Triangle Regional Airport 
(GTR) has limited service to Atlanta on 
Delta Connection.

mossyoakgolf.com 
oldwaverly.com

The inn at Gamble Sands 
Opens its Doors

Last year’s US Open at Chambers Bay 
outside of Tacoma put public golf in the 
Pacific Northwest fully in the sightlines of 
the golf world. Near the town of Brewster, 
Washington, about four hours from SeaTac 
Airport and 2.5 hours from Spokane 
International Airport (GEG) in remote 
Central Washington, the David McLay 
Kidd-designed eighteen at Gamble Sands 
has played to rave reviews since opening 
in 2014 (see GOLF ODYSSEY, August 

2014). Whereas 
Chambers Bay can 
be brutally tough, 
Kidd notably tried 
to make Gamble 
Sands, which sits at 
the confluence of 
the Columbia and 
Okanagan rivers, 
as fun and playable 
as any course he’s 
designed. 

Beginning this 
month, traveling 
golfers making their 

way to Gamble Sands, the first eighteen of a 
comprehensive resort planned by the apple-
growing Gebbers family, can stay on-site at 
a brand new Inn. The Inn at Gamble Sands 
features 37 oversized rooms and suites 
housed in five buildings. Each chamber has 
a fireplace, an oversized walk-in shower, 
and glorious views overlooking the new 
David McLay Kidd-designed putting and 
chipping course (free for registered guests) 
and the Columbia River and Cascade 
Mountains. Though the Inn does not have 
a restaurant, the expanded Danny Boy Bar 
and Grill at the golf course serves all day 
long.  

Gamble Sands is worth the effort to get 
there. If you fly privately, you can use 
Brewster’s Anderson Air Field (S97), which 
is just seven miles from the resort. We can’t 
wait to test out the Inn and see what comes 
next as Gamble Sands continues to grow.

gamblesands.com 
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gil Hanse’s Mossy Oak begins preview play this month
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