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250 Years of Irish Golf – Ballybunion and Lahinch 

 

Ballybunion and Lahinch, the Maggie Smith and Judi Dench of Irish golf courses. I know 

the feminine duo are English, but the point is they are both grande dames in their 

respective genres: Dench and Smith in acting, and Ballybunion and Lahinch in golf. 

There are other similarities as well. Dench and Smith both celebrated their 84th birthdays 

this past year and both Ballybunion and Lahinch celebrated their sesquicentennials within 

twelve months of each other. Each club marked the event by publishing new and 

expanded histories. In the case of Lahinch, a large format 206 page book in 2017, and for 

Ballybunion a large format 156 page history in 2018. Each club had previously published 

far smaller and less detailed histories. These revised, more comprehensive books are 

clearly superior. 

 

 
Ballybunion’s new updated large format club history 

 

The Ballybunion history was written by Ivan Morris, a member of the club since 1962. 

The book shows off the beauty of the course’s seaside setting in County Kerry and does a 

nice job focusing on the evolution of the holes, including changes made by Molly 

Gourlay and Tom Simpson in 1936. 

 

The book also spotlights the role that Herbert Warren Wind played putting Ballybunion 

“back on the map,” when he highlighted it in a New Yorker article in 1971, writing, “A 

tourist driving through Switzerland is staggered by its prodigal beauty, around the bend 



 

  

from the most wondrous view he has ever beheld comes upon another that surpasses it – 

and, so on and on, endlessly. Ballybunion is something like that; one stirring hole after 

another.” Tom Watson was also enlisted to make subtle changes in 1995 and the book 

outlines those as well. Ballybunion recently rebuilt all eighteen of their greens, overseen 

by the Scottish architect Graeme Webster, converting them from poa weed grass to 

fescue. Webster also relocated and modified the seventh green. 

 

 
From the Ballybunion club history 

 

 

Lahinch’s 125 year history was written by Father Edna Glynn and Charlie Mulqueen. 

Glynn is a member of Lahinch and wrote the club’s first history as well. Mulqueen is a 

golf correspondent for the Irish Examiner. The Lahinch history is laid out in a beautiful 

style. Each hole on the course (as well as every hole on the Castle course) is featured in a 

two-page spread with photos that were taken at either dawn or dusk, and as such, long 

shadows are cast over the dunes and greenspaces. 

 

The Lahinch history dedicates a full chapter to the changes made in 1999 by Dr. Martin 

Hawtree, who did a restrained modification of the Old Tom Morris/Alister MacKenzie 

design. The book also dedicates chapters to the caddies of the club, to championships 

held at the club, to distinguished members, and of course to “Lahinch Goats, Flora and 

Fauna.” 

 



 

  

 
Lahinch’s 125-year anniversary history 

 

It is inevitable that world-class courses in close proximity get compared (National and 

Shinnecock; Wentworth and Sunningdale, Winged Foot and Quaker Ridge, Riviera and 

L.A.C.C.). In terms of golf courses, I personally give a slight nod to Ballybunion over 

Lahinch, although in terms of the depth, quality and beauty of the new club books, I favor 

the Lahinch history. 

 

 

 -- John Sabino 


