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The Bonnie Links of Turnberry 

 

How many of the great golf courses of the world were singular achievements? Less than 

you would think. Although Charles Blair Macdonald took full credit for the National Golf 

Links, what would the final routing and layout look like without Seth Raynor’s 

involvement? Sand Hills and Friar’s Head are the work of the duo of Ben Crenshaw and 

Bill Coore.  Pine Valley was the work of a group that included H. S. Colt and George 

Crump. Cruden Bay is the creation of Old Tom Morris and Tom Simpson. Even Cypress 

Point was Alister Mackenzie and Robert Hunter. Certainly, there are examples of 

singular achievements such as Tillinghast’s work at Winged Foot, Perry Maxwell’s 

design at Prairie Dunes and Donald Ross’ at Pinehurst #2, but designs that evolve over 

time can be quite spectacular. 

 

 
    Turnberry’s 1982 club history 

 

One truly great course was the result of more than a half dozen different architects toiling 

for over a century, the Ailsa course at Turnberry. The Bonnie Links of Turnberry (D & J 

B21460), published in 2004 tells the full story behind this dramatic links course that sits 

along the Ayrshire coast.  Written by a longtime club member, Jack Boyd, the book’s 

subtitle is An Illustrated History, although that appears to be a misnomer as there is as 

much text as there are illustrations.  

 

Even before the well-received recent changes done by Martin Ebert, at least six designers 

had their hand in the cookie jar: Willie Fernie, A. N. Weir, C. K. Hutchinson, Philip 

Mackenzie Ross, James Alexander, Peter Alliss, and David Thomas. The 243-page 



 

  

history does an excellent job of walking the reader through all the various progressions of 

the course, which has survived more tumult than any course the author is aware of. The 

history is very well researched and includes long forgotten documents and letters 

rediscovered in 1992 at a local castle. The rich history of Turnberry began in 1892 near 

Robert the Bruce’s ruined castle next to the iconic lighthouse, when a hearty group of 

Scots held an open air meeting with the intent of forming a golf club. That first attempt 

failed when the local landowner, Lord Ailsa, did not give his consent because a golf 

course had the potential of “spoiling the only hare ground left in the area.” 

 

 
An image of the pre-WW I course is among many historical images in the history 

 

A second attempt at organizing a course failed again in 1890, and it wasn’t until the 

Glasgow & South Western Railway Company extended a line down the Ayrshire coast 

that the course finally gained traction. 1888 Open Champion Willie Fernie designed the 

maiden course, which opened in 1901. The book includes all nine known images of that 

first course, which looks rugged. Although the railway had extended the line down the 

peninsula, there was no stop directly at the course. Early golfers had to disembark at 

either Maybole or Girvan and then ride a horse or a horse and carriage to the course. It 

wasn’t until 1906 that a railway station was built at Turnberry to coincide with the 

opening of their grand hilltop hotel. 

 

Course alterations were made in 1909 by the resident professional A. N. Weir, however, 

more extensive unplanned modifications were made when the War Department took over 

the course in December 1916 to set up a flying school to train pilots for the Great War. 

Brassies and cleeks were removed from the locker room while it became a storage place 

for machine guns instead. Learning to pilot those early aircraft while simultaneously 

shooting machine guns was a treacherous business and over sixty pilots died during 

training at Turnberry. After the Armistice, the course was relatively easy to reconstruct 



 

  

because the airstrips were grass and the aircraft were light. Such was not the case after 

the Second World War. In 1941 the RAF took over Turnberry again and this time poured 

tons of concrete, constructed three large runways and built multiple buildings over the 

beautiful links land. Other parts of the course were flattened and sandhills and other 

natural features were “completely obliterated.” 

 

Thus enters Philip Mackenzie Ross, a Scotsman who learned his trade working under 

Tom Simpson in the 1920s and 1930s. The current course at Turnberry is largely his 

creation although he retained much of the routing originally laid out by Willie Fernie, 

with one big exception: he reduced the number of fairway bunkers to 30 from its previous 

high of 180. As anyone who has played the course can attest, you don’t really need more 

sand hazards because the course’s true defense, like all links courses, is the wind. 

 

 
Illustration of the Ailsa course (named course #1 at the time) in 1920  

 

In addition to doing a masterful job of detailing the history of the course and its 

architecture, the book also delves into key tournaments and events at Turnberry. It wasn’t 

until 1977 that Turnberry was put onto the rota for the Open because of concerns about 

getting spectators in and out due to lack of infrastructure. The Duel in the Sun proved 

beyond anyone’s wildest dream that the course and setting were perfect to contest the 

Claret Jug. 

 

It has been a number of years since I played the course and have very fond memories of it 

indeed. Although often compared to Pebble Beach, as the club history calls it: the course 

and setting are “incomparable.” 

 

          -- John Sabino 


