Panmure

When Ben Hogan took the 1953 British Open title at Carnoustie, he credited the neighboring links at Panmure, for his success. Two weeks of preparation on this unsung hero impressed Hogan as it does today’s visitors.

Panmure – Ben Hogan’s links

By David Brice / Golf International, Inc.

When Tiger Woods travels to Carnoustie in July for the 2007 British Open, he will have one thought on his mind - to be the first golfer in more than 50 years to win three Opens in a row. With the 2006 championship at Royal Liverpool and the St. Andrews 2005 titles both under his belt, Carnoustie could give him the hat trick, a feat not accomplished since Australian Peter Thomson did it between 1954 and 1956.

But Carnoustie has a well-deserved reputation as the toughest of all Open venues and as unforgiving a links layout as exists. The challenge of any links is unique and for our American players, something demanding special preparation.

In past years Woods has taken a week or two in Ireland, adjusting to the British Open test on the links layouts of the Emerald Isle’s southwest. Other past champions confronted with Carnoustie’s ominous reputation, have preferred to prepare themselves on Scottish links courses, more closely resembling The Open venue that awaits. None was better prepared than the great Ben Hogan.

When Hogan came to Carnoustie in 1953 for what would be his only British Open appearance, he arrived with that year’s Masters and US Open titles already secured. Thoughts of a third 1953 major was an irresistible temptation and arrangements were made for him to practice at Panmure Golf Club, located just a few miles away from The Open arena at Carnoustie.

Accompanied only by his caddie, Hogan put in a solid two weeks of preparation on the links at Panmure, where he mastered the then smaller British ball and the unforgiving rough, peculiar to this stretch of the Angus coastline. He learned how to handle the incessant, cantankerous wind that blows in from the Tay Firth; the special challenge of a links layout with trees, blind holes, deep pot bunkers and the many other oddities of Scottish links golf.

Ben Hogan went on to win that British Open by four strokes, setting a new Carnoustie course record of 68 on his final round. He gave Panmure full credit for his 1953 victory, considering it to be one of Scotland’s very finest links courses.

It’s a great pity that most visitors, unaware of the high esteem one of golf’s greatest heroes held for this course, speed past the front gate on their drive from St. Andrews to Carnoustie, oblivious of the jewel they are missing.

Founded in 1845, Panmure Golf Club originally played over a nine-hole links laid out for them at Monifieth. Within 50 years, the popularity of golf had grown to such an extent that a number of clubs were sharing the same links at Monifieth and congestion had become an annoying problem. The club decided to search for a course of its own.

A plot of 115 acres, located midway between Monifieth and Carnoustie was purchased in the village of Barry and a full 18-hole layout was squeezed in. Determined to avoid any future problems of congestion, a by-law was adopted restricting club membership to a maximum of only 500. This by-law remains in existence today, with the positive result of Panmure being one of the best-conditioned courses in the country and one of its most delightfully underplayed links layouts.

With a limited membership and no aggressive solicitation of non-members, the visitor stumbling upon Panmure could be excused for expecting a somewhat frosty, if not snobbish reception, but nothing could be further from the reality. This is as traditional a club as will be found in Scotland and a part of that tradition is the very warm welcome afforded all fellow golfers – nowhere is that welcome warmer than at Panmure.

At first glance, the layout appears to be quite straight forward and at a little more than 6,300 yards from the tips, perhaps even easy. But looks can and often are deceiving when it comes to Scottish links. Panmure is not above more than a little mischievous deception, so be prepared, there are surprises ahead.

Sharing the same linksland as next-door neighbor Carnoustie is the first indication that this is no ordinary course. Accuracy off the tee and precise iron play between the sand hills are essential to a presentable score. Ben Hogan discovered Panmure to be an excellent teacher and you will too.

The wonderfully contoured greens, small and always in top condition, provide a never ending test for even the most masterful putter, but nowhere is the accomplished player more challenged than on the glorious two shotters.

There are 10 holes measuring between 360 and 420 yards and not a poor one among them. Ingeniously placed bunkers, more than 80 in all, complicate issues further. A meandering burn, trees, sandhills, even a railway track, only add to the challenge. And always, those elements synonymous with Scottish links golf – an unpredictable wind blowing in from the sea, the merciless rough of deep gnarly sea grasses, aided and abetted by an abundance of vicious gorse. For good measure, a few blind holes are thrown in here and there – Any who might have been fooled into thinking Panmure would be a cinch are quickly corrected.

If Panmure were located anywhere other than next door to the mighty British Open venue at Carnoustie, it would certainly have the fame it deserves. Attend the 2007 British Open to witness Tiger Woods earn his Open hat trick and you will have the opportunity to experience one of Scotland’s most under rated links for yourself. For a few ideas on how you can play Ben Hogan’s favorite links, click here.
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