Course of the Week – Peterhead 

Peterhead - An honest to goodness hidden gem worth seeking out

By David Brice / Golf International, Inc.

One of Scotland’s best kept golfing secrets; Peterhead is the 18th oldest golf club in the world and an outstanding, old-fashioned links course, good enough to impress the most jaded golf traveler.    

Most would think that the 18th oldest golf club in the world (founded in 1841) and an outstanding links course with the original 9 holes laid out by two-time British Open champion, Willie Park Jr. in 1892, would be an automatic candidate for fame. Most would be wrong. 

The club described is Peterhead Golf Club, a wonderful piece of Scottish golf history that remains totally unknown to the overwhelming majority of the world’s 50 million golfers. Among Scotland’s 550 courses, it’s the same dozen or so, high profile layouts that are played over and over again by visiting golfers from this side of the Atlantic. Intent on collecting only the big name, “trophy” courses, any track with a name not immediately recognized is mistakenly assumed to be second rate and not worth playing - nothing could be further from the truth.  

Scotland has a host of layouts every bit as good of the handful of courses that have gained an international reputation, they are respected and well known within Britain and Continental Europe, but over here they remain totally unknown. From an American perspective, these courses classify as so-called “Hidden Gems” – gems they may be, but most are far from hidden.

A genuine hidden gem should be an outstanding layout of particular note that is as unfamiliar to the Scots as to overseas visitors. Applying this definition, Peterhead may be one of Scotland’s most precious and genuine, hidden gems in existence, as even many Scots are unfamiliar with this masterful links. Anyone playing the top ranked links layouts of Aberdeenshire - Royal Aberdeen, Murcar or Cruden Bay - will already be within a very short drive of Peterhead and the temptation to play a real hidden gem, shouldn’t be resisted, it’s an opportunity to experience historic, unadulterated Scottish links golf in its purest form.

It takes about a half an hour’s drive along the coast, north of Aberdeen to reach the town of Peterhead, home to this unsung golf hero, sitting nestled in the sand dunes above the point where the River Ugie and The North Sea meet. 

Less accustomed to overseas visitors, the warm welcome heaped onto any newcomer by staff and members alike is quite staggering, but just like the course, it is as genuine and sincere as any you will ever come across. Don’t be surprised if there are offers to accompany you on your round, though your golf travel company can sometimes arrange this beforehand. Members know they have an uncommon golf course and are eager to share it with other golfers, appreciative of something special.

The first few holes may at first seem rather ordinary, as they hug the river bank with more resemblance to a parkland course than a true links, but be patient, even these somewhat pastoral holes have a bite, with the river coming into play and the merciless wind that sweeps in from the North Sea, adding extra spice to the experience. It doesn’t take this old timer long to get into its true links style and throw down the gauntlet to any prepared for the good old fashioned challenge only a traditional links can provide and by the fifth hole, the battle is well underway.

A smattering of gorse partnered with a jungle of thick gnarly sea grasses presents a rough that refuses to negotiate and only seems to become more stubborn the further out you venture. Shrewdly placed bunkers protecting both fairways and greens complicate the test further, while long carries from tee to fairway are commonplace. This is a layout that rewards the all-round talent, providing he keeps his head and constantly uses it. 

Look upon the front nine as a warm-up session that succeeds in becoming increasingly testy as it prepares for the real examination that commences at the turn and shows no sympathy until the refuge of a welcoming 19th hole is reached. But be forewarned, the back nine is considerably longer than the front and while some will call it more interesting, the honest player will see it as it really is – far more difficult and pure links golf at its most audacious.

I was told by a couple of locals, there are days when the wind doesn’t blow – neither could recall the last time that happened and I somewhat doubt it ever does. I think they were just trying this to soften the blow to a visitor who has just been battered into submission by an unknown that showed little in the way of mercy.

For any links aficionado, Petershead will be a real find and a slice of golf history that remains as pure and unspoiled as when it was first laid out, more than a century ago. Petershead will never host The British Open or any other international championship, but that is a large part of its appeal. This is a course that has survived for the purpose and on the merits built into the original design – to bring golfing pleasure to members who play the game strictly for enjoyment and personal challenge. These members have not sought nor have they received stardom for their home course, perhaps that is why it remains a true hidden gem, in the purest sense of that over-used expression.

Play those other wonderful courses in the region, then venture just a little further north and seek out Peterhead Golf Club, it will be a discovery well worth the hunt and an experience to be cherished for many years to come.

For a few ideas and suggestions on how you can include Peterhead and other hidden gems in your Scottish golf trip, click here.
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