Course of the Week – Murcar




Murcar – a tough classic links worth getting to know

By David Brice / Golf International, Inc.

Virtually unknown to most visitors, Scotland’s Murcar is a classic links challenge, ranked as one of the best in the country and well worth seeking out.

Scottish golfers have a deep appreciation for the North Sea, that body of often rough, cold water that separates Norway from Britain. Over the centuries its winds and waves have fashioned Scotland’s eastern seaboard, creating some of the best links land in the country, if not the world. 

From Royal Dornoch and Brora in the north to North Berwick and Dunbar in the south, including everything in between, Mother Nature’s influence in the design of these courses has been as important as the architects themselves.

Traveling from the southeast of the country to the Highlands, most visitors take the inland motorway, avoiding the slower, coastal route. In doing so they sadly miss some of the lesser known links of the east coast and among them, a selection of Scotland’s finest.

Two of the very best are located just a few miles from the bustling city of Aberdeen.

Royal Aberdeen and Murcar are two classic links that literally run one into the other and share many similar qualities. Similar however does not mean identical and there are subtle differences between the two that leads to the long-standing argument as to which is the better layout. 

Although more attention is often paid to Royal Aberdeen, this could be caused by the Royal moniker it carries. Be neither misled nor overly impressed, Royal Aberdeen is certainly a great course, but Murcar is nothing less. 

Originally designed by Archie Simpson, Murcar opened in 1909, immediately gaining notoriety by being the first private club in the North of Scotland to permit play on Sundays – considered almost a heathen act back in those days!

In the 1930’s five time British Open Champion, James Braid was brought in to advise on improvements. Braid undertook some extensive remodeling, including the addition of his trademark and cunningly placed bunkers. Today’s Murcar remains very much as Braid left it 75 years ago – a thinking man’s layout where skill and strategy make the difference.

The keys to success at Murcar are quite simple – firstly, don’t miss the frighteningly narrow fairways. They snake and twist their way between and around sand dunes, fearsome pot-bunkers and a winding burn. Ferocious rough like nothing you may have experienced before hems fairways in every inch of the way. Murcar insists on accuracy and provides severe penalties for any who fail.

The second rule is always take enough club to the greens - this is a layout where it is usually better to be long than it is to be short. There are a few blind shots, an inevitable happening on a turn of the century design. Just look upon these as a part of the charm of playing a vintage links.

Murcar is a classic links and a stern one at the best of times, but never quite as problematic as when the wind blows in off of the same North Sea that gave it birth. This is when it transforms into a monster and as big a challenge as any course you will ever be confronted by.

Deceivingly short at a shade over 6,300 yards from the tips, any lack of length is more than compensated for by the level of pure golfing skills the course demands. Murcar’s test is strong enough to make it a frequent venue for a host of important tournaments, the Scottish Amateur and British Seniors Championships among them. 

Whether Murcar is a better course than Royal Aberdeen is a personal matter, best decided after both have been tested. But before you do, a word of advice.

Both courses are traditional out and back layouts, and literally run into each other with no fence or barrier separating the two. 

There’s the story of a visiting group of Americans who set out from the first tee of Royal Aberdeen. Absorbed in their game and perhaps distracted by the stunning views of the North Sea, they failed to make the necessary left turn at Royal Aberdeen’s ninth green, continuing in a straight line. Several holes later they reached the clubhouse of Murcar Golf Club where realizing their error, sheepishly had to ask for directions back to Royal Aberdeen. It’s one way to compare the two courses, but not recommended.

For suggestions on more conventional ways of including Murcar and Royal Aberdeen on your Scottish trip, click here.
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