 “Buirvsunion’

e If there is a land that compares with Scotland in the quality of its best e
~ tourses, it is Ireland. Some years ago I circled the island to play its
~ Mmost celebrated links: Portmarnock, Royal County Down, Royal

- Portrush, Rosses Point in Sligo, Lahinch, and Ballybunion.
_ Portmarnock and Royal County Down deserve consideration in any

golfer’s list of the dozen finest courses in the world, but it is
- Ballybunion that really bowls over the visiting golfer. I went to = =
- !h:!iyhurﬁun from Killarney with a small party headed up by Dr. Bifly i
~ O'Sullivan and was awed by the course. It is something like a Gaelic
~ ersion of Pebble Beach. -
I should make three points to bring matters up to date. First, about

@ decade ago, a new clubhouse was built next to the thirteenth, and

'_ ~ that hole now is the opening hole. The old eighteenth is now the fifth,

: 'f-h__c’ old first is now the sixth, and so on. It makes for a much better
~ Touting. Second, the old green on the old second was lost because of
Crosion, but the new green, nicely situated behind the large sand hill,

 takes it a very good hole if not quite the test it was when the old green
lood at the edge of the cliffs. And third, Ballybunion now has a fine

 second eighteen-hole course laid out by Robert Trent Jones in the
- Sturdy duneland contiguous to the first eighteen.

; My schedule for Sunday called for me to drive to Ballybunion,
- an hour and a half away, and return to Killarney in the evening.

3

Ballybunion was the last course on the itinerary  that
- MacWeeney had prepared for me, and, in a way, I was glad that
it was. I had been moving at a pretty fast clip, and the succes-

sion of long days and late nights was beginning to get to me.
Accordingly, I planned to take it easy on Sunday: I would sleep

- until ten, wrap up Ballybunion as quickly as possible, and get to

bed back in Killarney no later than ten that evening. ;

The day worked out very well, but somewhat differently
from what I had planned. At eight o’clock, I was awakened by a
telephone call from Dr. O’Sullivan. Wouldn't it be pleasanter for
me if I had some company on my trip to Ballybunion? Indeed it
would, I told him. Very well, then—he and Finbarr Slattery
would come by my hotel and collect me at nine-thirty. I had no
sooner hung up, it seemed, than the phone rang again. It was
Slattery, announcing that he was looking forward eagerly to the
day’s excursion. : P

Ballybunion is a small gray seaside resort in northern Kerry,
fifty miles west of Limerick and twenty miles due north of
Tralee. A far less prepossessing village than Lahinch, it stands
on the south shore of the Shannon estuary, facing the Atlantic.
Though it was thick with holiday people this Sunday, I gathered
from Dr. O'Sullivan that it had never been very prosperous. The
golf links, he said, had suffered down through the years from
lack of funds. In his opinion, the course was potentially the
equal of any in Ireland, but the club had never had the where-
withal to maintain it in first-class condition or to develop it as a
richer club might have. On top of this, there was now the prob-
lem of erosion to cope with. Some sections of the high, steep
cliffs along the shore were slipping into the ocean, and not at a
geological rate, either; in fact, one or two greens might be lost in
a matter of years. The principal point he wished to stress, how-
ever, was the quality of the course. One Irish Professional
Championship, two Irish Amateurs, and two Irish Ladies’
Championships had been held there, and he had yet to meet the
golfer who had not been both charmed and awed by
Ballybunion. “On the other hand, it’s virtually unknown,” he
added. “Very few tourists from Britain or America—or, for that
matter, from other parts of Ireland—bother to visit it. They



know about ISnIIylmninn,. but it’s Stmﬁ'k__'t'_:f!'_hy"ilsblf on the road
to nowhere, so in the end they pass it by. They make a tremen-

- dous mistake.”

At first glance, even the most distinguished linksland courses
look utterly ordinary to the man who has never played them
before. If a golfer stands on the terrace at the Augusta National
Golf Club, say, and takes in the wide panorama of lush fairways
swinging through tall pines, he senses at once that an authentic
championship layout awaits him—an experience that also
occurs at most of the world’s renowned inland courses. But let
him stand on the first tee at St. Andrews or Ballybunion, and all
he sees is a treeless sweep of billowing pale-green land with a
few dun-colored sand hills in the distance—a most unpromising
vista. A fragment of fairway is visible here and another frag-
ment there, and a few numbered flags are blowing in the breeze,
so what he is looking at is evidently a golf course, but it might
as easily be pastureland. It is only when the golfer gets out onto
a linksland course that he discovers, to his amazement, that it is
filled with great golf holes, all the more appealing since their
strategic features were molded by nature instead of by the bull-
dozer. I should state before going any farther that I did not play
Ballybunion. In retrospect, I regret this, but when we arrived
that morning a chilly, moisture-laden twenty-knot wind was
- busting in off the ocean, and it completely doused what little

desire I had to play golf. I could picture myself having one of
~ my sparkling rounds, in which I would be standing deep in the
alien corn on shot after shot while Dr. O’Sullivan patiently stud-
ied some adjacent par-3 hole and Slattery ruminated over the
stubborn refusal of the local farmers to give up their traditional
potatoes and raise dairy cattle instead, as he had been urging
them to. Instead, we walked the eighteen holes. At the start,
there were just the three of us up from Killarney, but on the sec-
ond hole we were joined by Paddy Allen, a dedicated
Ballybunion man in his sixties, who had long been one of the
club’s best players and was now a club trustee. (Allen had been
waiting at the small, plain clubhouse to greet us on our arrival,
along with his brother Tom, the club steward upward of fifty
years, and both had been openly delighted at seeing Dr.

E('-}-’Stilii'i'.;iii.i Allen had then phuncd the captain and a few other
‘members about our plans for the day before catching up with

us.) By the time we reached the fifth tee, our walking party had
been supplemented by a dozen Ballybunion men, among them
the captain, J. D. Mahony; the secretary, Michael Handrahan;
and a Dr. Walsh, who was forced to leave us at the fifteenth hole
when a young boy raced out to inform him he was urgently
needed to deliver a baby. In its general pattern, this walk was
similar to the shorter one I had made with Mixie Murphy’s
band at County Sligo; groups of two or three went off by them-
selves and then converged at some natural collecting point, like
a bunker, where new clusters broke off. Despite the ripping
wind and some intermittent rain, the walk, which took two
hours, was profoundly exciting. To put it simply, Ballybunion
revealed itself to be nothing less than the finest seaside course I
have ever seen. It shows its quality on the very first hole, a par 4
that doglegs to the left and seems a good bit longer than 372
yards—its length on the scorecard. From the tee, the hole
appears to be a rather banal par 4, but when, upon reaching that
point in the fairway where an adequate drive would finish, you
study the long, narrow green, a medium-iron away, and the fan-
ciful convolutions of the land in the green area, your assessment
changes radically. It is, you perceive, a formidable, arresting
hole. When I expressed these thoughts to Dr. O'Sullivan, he
agreed completely. He went on to observe that he had never
seen Ballybunion in such excellent condition. “Usually, it’s all
kind of shaggy and spotty, but everything’s cut so crisp today.
Maybe it's because they knew we were coming. Whatever the
reason, the course looks grand, doesn’t it?”

The second hole certainly did. It is a 413-yard par 4 running
roughly parallel to the seventy-foot-high cliffs that plunge
down to the beach and the water. Actually, the hole plays as a
slight dogleg, to the right. The correct line on the tee shot is
down the left side of the fairway, for this opens up the entrance
to the green, which is flanked on the left by a massive sand hill
and on the right by the cliffs. From the tee, the entire hole is visi-
ble, and, as if this were not an exhilarating enough prospect, far-
ther in the distance, at the end of a tight valley between two



; left and in front. On the fourth, a 451-yard par 4 on the inland

. twenty yards in front of the plateau green; anything less than a

rows of sand hills, the eye takes in the minute groen ¢
dazzling cliffside hole, the sixth. | breathed if all in slow]
dering first to myself and then aloud who the architect w .
had had the };vni'ué;”t_:) use the duneland in such a thrilling wi
D, O'Sullivan didn‘t know, but when I later asked Paddy Al
he told me that the credit for both holes belonged to the lat
Tom Simpson, a much admired English architect; they were tw
of four holes that Simpson had substantially improved when he
remodelled the course in the nineteen-thirties. Allen said this
with a dour matter-of-factness that didn’t tally with the pleasure
o dedicated Ballybunion man would normally take in showing,
these superior holes to visitors. His voice and his countenanice
became noticeably grimmer a moment later, when, after we had
walked behind the second green, he pointed out some rude
wooden props that had been rigged against the face of the cliff.
This was one of the places where erosion was proceeding at
alarming speed. He shook his head sadly as we walked back to
a sheltered basin on the inland side of the large sand hill flank-

ing the green. “If we lose the second green,” he said, “this is
where the new green will probably go.” R
- “It will ruin the hole, Paddy,” Dr. O"Sullivan expostulated.
Allen opened his palms in a gesture of resignation. “Yes,
Billy,” he said. “It will be just another golf hole.” He walked
away to commune with himself. REE
A tourist driving through Switzerland is staggered by its
prodigal beauty; around the bend from the most wondrous
view he has ever beheld he comes upon a view that surpasses
“it—and so on and on, endlessly. Ballybunion is something like
~ that. I do not mean to suggest that there are vistas that put the
one from the second tee to shame—there aren’t—but there is a
correspondence in the way one stirring hole is followed by
another and another. The third, for example, is a 145-yarder that
~moves through the sand hills to a devilish little green that tips
‘into an abrupt downslope on the right and is bunkered on the

- side of the sand-hill belt, the key hazard is a deep bunker
 carved in the face of a rise in the middle of the fairway about

. per l'.v'-.'.‘l'l y airtiek second shot will end uprin it. (A sign at the edge
™ ¥ ; ; S SR ; < e x fi e 1
“of the bunker informs the golfer that it is called the Lrow_ s Nest.
Ihere are similar signs at the other major hazards on the

 course—an original touch and a flavorsome one.) The fifth hole,

which curves back toward the ocean through another twisting
valley, is a very attractive drive-and-pitch par 4: 343 yards long,
a dogleg to the left this time. The sixth, which I've already men-
tioned, is a perfect beauty—a 450-yard par 4 that tux'nbles down-
hill along the cliffs to an inviting green. And that is the way it
keeps going at Ballybunion. There is not one prosaic hole—not
one single “breather”—in the whole eighteen. If the course has a
weakness, I suppose it is the comparative plainness of the last
two holes—a pair of par 5s stretching over the somewhat fea-
tureless interior ground. They are not trite holes, for they are
imaginatively bunkered, but they do lack the beaqu .of the' rest
of the course, and as a result they are somewhat anticlimactic.

At the conclusion of our walk, I found I coulcll r'emember each
of the eighteen holes without much trouble. This is probajbly the
oldest and soundest rule of thumb for judging the merits of a
course that a golfer has just seen for the first time. .ﬂfpa}rt- from
the first six holes, three others remained especially dlshnqt: tk'le
tenth, a 210-yarder over difficult duneland, where thelp_revall-
ing wind, from the west, sweeps across from left tg right; the
368-yard thirteenth, where the sand in a fifty-yard-wide bunker
called the Sahara is strewn with deer bones, sl'llells, stones, and
ashes deposited in the fifteenth century by a tribe that used the
cavity as a midden, or dump; and the four‘teenth, a 3?6~yard par
4 that Simpson enlivened by placing in the d1.'1ve_ zone a
mounded double bunker, which the members 1mmed1ate}y
dubbed Mrs. Simpson. Ballybunion is a mo'derate 6,317 yards in
length, par is 71 (34-37), the course record is 65, ar}d, as I say, no
other links, in my opinion, presents such a satisfying .adventure
in golf. The course has two endowments that I believe to be
unique. First, it is the only links I know of wh:ere ¥nost of the
oceanside holes are perched atop spectacular cliffs, in the man-
ner of Pebble Beach (which is not a true links). Second—fe'xnfi this
is undoubtedly the secret of its character and charm—it is the
only links I know of where the sand-hill ridges do not run paral-



el to the shore but ata -d_E"*ii:‘i-di_?.(l traverse. This opens all sorts of
 possibilities— .dtiglug holes of every description sculptured
~ Hhough the choppy land, and straightaway holes where the
sand hills patrol the entrance to the green like the Pillars of
1 I_L-'_r_-i.-ulcs. One more point: Unlike most links, Ballybunion chal-

lenges you with target golf. There is none of that bouncing your
Iron approach short of the green and letting it bobble toward the

flag, as you do on most courses in the British Isles. No, you aim

for the flag, and if your shot lands on the green the green is suf-
ficiently receptive to hold it.

- The miracle is that every one of the several golf architects who -

‘had a hand in creating Ballybunion recognized how the terrain
hould be handled. During lunch, at the Castle Hotel, Paddy

Allen, having pored over the club records at the finish of our

walk, supplied some information on these architects. The man

who took care of the course when Ballybunion was founded, in

1896, was one P. Murphy, who was paid nine shillings a week.
linancial woes brought the original organization down, and the
club was re-formed in 1906, at which time Captain Lionel
Hewson, for many years the editor of the magazine Irish Golf,

built the nine holes that became the basis of the present layout.

In 1926, when the course was extended to eighteen holes, the
- Work was directed by a man named Smyth, who was a designer
on the staff of Carter & Sons, a London firm specializing in the
construction of sports grounds. Then, in 1936, Simpson was
brought in to remodel the course. He was given carte blanche,
- but, recognizing the unusual worth of the existing layout—
something that few architects would have managed to do, in
their eagerness to edit their predecessors—he made only four
changes: he re-sited the second, fourth, and eighth greens and
introduced the Mrs. Simpson double bunker on the fourteenth.
Finally, the course reflects the devotion of William J. McCarthy, a
~ local solicitor and hotel owner, whose father was one of the

club’s founders. McCarthy, who is still active in the club, served
for more than two decades as Ballybunion’s honorary secretary
and also performed the duties of a kind of resident architect. In
the early nineteen-fifties, he built two first-class new holes to
replace the old eleventh and twelfth, but, in truth, there is hardly

~a hole that McCarthy has not enhanced by some skillful little

touch, like recontouring a bunker or relocating a tee.

During lunch, Dr. O’Sullivan, both as a regional hero and as
the representative of a more thriving and worldly golf club, was
kept busy answering a stream of questions from the
Ballybunion men about how they might go about improving
their hard-pressed operation. The Doctor strongly recom-
mended that the members, if they were in a position to do so,
acquire the seashore property adjacent to the course, as a safe-
guard against invasion by get-rich-quick realtors. He emphati-
cally supported the proposal that a new clubhouse, however
modest, be built as soon as possible at the edge of the sea, close
by either the sixth or the tenth green. (One of the incidental
advantages of such a move would be that the order of the holes
would necessarily be changed for the better if either the seventh
or eleventh became the first hole, for then the present seven-
teenth and eighteenth would be played in the middle of a
round, and the course would surge to a much more stirring fin-
ish.) He also suggested that the club seek professional guidance
in dealing with the erosion problem. He was listened to most
attentively. In fact, there were only a few light moments during
the lunch. One of them came when Dr. Walsh, the delivery com-
pleted, rejoined the party. Was it a boy, he was asked. “No,” he
said. “Only a child.”

My overriding memory of the lunch, however, is the unbro-
ken gravity of the Ballybunion men as they discussed with Dr.
O’Sullivan the steps they should take to make the golf world
more conscious of their course. Paddy Allen was still wrestling
with that problem when I said goodbye to him. “We can’t
expect anything like the number of tourists Portmarnock gets,”
he told me, in a small voice that grew emotional despite his
efforts to speak calmly. “But we need a better bite off the
plum—a much better bite. As you saw for yourself, Ballybunion
is a fine, fine course. And that champagne air off the ocean—"
He broke off, then continued, “The course means everything
here. Take away the golf course and you take away
Ballybunion.”

: (1971)



