Bay of plenty
Cruden Bay’s windswept links may be rightly adored by
golfing aficionados, but few are aware of its perilous past.
Mark Alexander heads north to tell its fascinating tale...
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CRUDEN BAY

T

here can be few clubhouse views finer
than the one at Cruden Bay Golf
Club. I remember the first time I set
eyes on it. It was an overcast day but
the wind was gentle, the air warm.
I had of course heard of the northerly
course, 23 miles north of Aberdeen,
but I had never seen it for myself.
As we pulled into the car park
behind the clubhouse, I remember
feeling a little underwhelmed by its
unassuming façade. However, as I
walked through the double glass
doors that introduce you to the club, I remember a warm
welcome. The impressive trophy cabinet was a good indication
there was more to this club than I had first thought. Then, as
we moved through to the spacious lounge, I was treated to that
view. Overlooking pristine duneland and stretching out towards
the North Sea, it was a sight that stopped me in my tracks.
Regaining my composure, I drew nearer to the panoramic
window. It was like the golfing gods had re-arranged the land
into a slice of golfing heaven. I had never seen anything like it.
The Cruden Bay clubhouse, which was opened in 1998 by Sir
Michael Bonallack, sits on an elevated bank above a tranche of
land that contains two links courses:both the Championship
course and the nine-hole St Olaf course were laid out by Old
Tom Morris and Archie Simpson and opened at the end of the
19th century before being redesigned by Tom Simpson in 1926.
The Championship course follows a figure of eight around a
superb bay which at one end harbours a colourful collection of
fishermen’s cottages while at the other, golden stretches of sand
are home to hundreds of seabirds. High above it all, on a
northerly headland, stands the sinister silhouette of Slains
Castle, reportedly the inspiration for Bram Stoker’s Dracula.
It is a view like no other, and if this spectacle doesn’t get your
golf juices flowing then nothing will. Comparing Cruden Bay to
its east coast contemporaries, an unnamed American journalist
used the magnificent outlook to conjure up his creativity when
he wrote: “Cruden Bay [is] the best because of the naturalness
of its routing, the haunting beauty of its setting and the
extraordinary scenic qualities of the course – once seen [it] will
always be remembered.”
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HOPE AND PRAY

Evidence of golf being played around the bay stretches back
to the 18th century, though Cruden Bay was officially
commissioned in 1894. Its 1899 opening was marked with a
two-day open tournament, eventually won by Harry Vardon;
the six-time Open Champion fought off stiff competition from
the likes of James Braid, Ben Sayers and Archie Simpson to
deliver a fitting curtain raiser.
Self-confessed “golf nut” American Roger Scott remembers
his first visit to Cruden Bay with fondness. “From about 1989
onwards, I kept an annual list of the top 100 courses in the
world. In 1995, I noted that Cruden Bay was listed in the
hidden gems category. I had been all over Scotland but had
never visited the north-east so I wrote a letter to the club
enquiring about joining even though I had never been there
or seen any photographs of the course. The cost was very
reasonable, so I joined right away, sight unseen. I visited it the
following year and as you can imagine, I was overjoyed at the
place and the warmth of the welcome I received.
“I have been around long enough to see the old clubhouse but
the new clubhouse provides a great place to call my Scottish
home. Cruden Bay has the finest view from the clubhouse of
any course in the world.”
Scott, from Chicago, is one of an army of 31 loyal overseas
ABOVE AND RIGHT: The new clubhouse may be just 15
years old, but the views it confers are timeless. BELOW:

The short par-4 12th typifies Cruden’s natural challenge.

CRUDEN BAY
members, each of whom has paid a joining fee of £300 along
with an annual subscription of the same amount. It is perhaps
indicative of Cruden Bay’s international standing that the club
has formed reciprocal relationships with Yarra Yarra Golf Club
in Melbourne and Dismal River Golf Club in Nebraska.
Like only a handful of clubs, Cruden Bay commands the
kind of admiration that defies distance and location. A quick
search on the online discussion forum Golf Club Atlas – where
golf course architecture is debated with fervour – reveals 1,200
entries mention Cruden Bay. To put this in perspective, Royal
Aberdeen clocked up 570.
Few places generate such passion. Out on the course, you can
see why. Smooth, rolling fairways carved through deep, duneflanked gullies create an engrossing golfing experience. “It’s not
the longest course, so placement and accuracy are key,” says
Cruden’s former pro Robbie Stewart. “The seventh hole is the
first time you’d take the driver out – it’s very much a strategic

course. Once you are out there you will see the undulations
and dog-legs. It really is quite a challenge, and a fantastic golf
course. It has great character and a little bit of eccentricity
which makes it different from many of the classic links courses.
There are two or three holes out there that if they were designed
today, the architect would have his head looked at.
“But ultimately it’s a fun course. For the 20 years I was there,
we saw nothing but golfers walking off the 18th green with
smiles on their faces.”
The buzz of playing a links that weaves through towering
dunes is alone a good enough reason to love Cruden Bay, but as
Stewart suggests there is a run of holes on the back nine that
defy logic. The 14th, for instance, is described in the course
notes as “a great driving hole, with the North Sea on the right
as a lateral water hazard... the second shot to the sunken green
[is] completely blind”. If you’re playing it for the first time, the
hit-and-hope option has never seemed more appropriate.

If that wasn’t testing enough, Whins (the 14th) is followed by
Blin’ Dunt, a hole which achieves that rarest of accolades in
being a dog-leg par 3 where “you drive over a large hill to a
green tucked in a hollow at the base of the dunes”. Oh yes, and
as its name suggests, it’s a blind shot too. If the previous hole
was hit-and-hope, this one is hit-and-wonder.
According to golf course architect Donald Steel it is a stretch
of golf that is as demanding as it is fun: “The narrowness of the
course at this point dictates the nature of play... but the strength
of the golf is that it keeps you on your toes with a variety of
decisions to make and a series of shots to match if even modest
success is to be claimed.”
With so many demands being placed on the golfer, why do
so many fall for Cruden Bay’s charms? “It is a perpetual battle
of wits,” Steel continues, “but it is all unmistakably fun and,
since golfers are inclined to take themselves and the game too
seriously, that is a great compliment.”

DEMOLITION TO SALVATION

Like all the great courses, Cruden Bay mixes a sense of
mischievousness with unadulterated beauty. This magical
combination has secured its position in Golf World’s Top 100
Courses of GB&I (45th place) and recently helped the course
bag the Golf Tourism Scotland 2012 Gold Standard Award for
Best Course of the Year (green fee under £75). If ever a course
deserved accolades, this is it.
The praise also seems to be bringing in the punters with
Stewart’s replacement welcoming 36 new members since taking
over six months ago. As a member for 43 years and the club’s
new general manager, Les Durno has his theories about the
surge in interest. “The condition of the course has been
exceptional,” he says, “and the club is also more friendly than it
was 10 years ago. We are much more open and have fewer rules.
Robbie brought in a lot of positive things which we are just
continuing with, and it seems to be working.”

CRUDEN BAY

The fall
and rise of
Cruden Bay

‘Cruden Bay
was saved by
the skin of
its teeth, by a
man who his
solicitor said
would have
been a pirate
had he lived
a 100 years
earlier’

1897
The first nine holes of the ‘resort’
course are opened.
1899
Championship course is fully
opened with the opening
tournament being won by Harry
Vardon.
1926
Tom Simpson and Herbert Fowler
re-design the 18-hole course,
keeping the same routing
and some of the original holes.
The course is extended by a
further 120 yards.
1941
Cruden Bay is requisitioned by
the army.
1945
The Army departs but leaves
the Cruden Bay Hotel in a
dilapidated state.
1950
‘Colourful’ local stockbroker
Quintin Murray acquires the
course and its land in a £2,750
deal signed in a pub.
1952
The Cruden Bay Hotel is
completely demolished.
1961
New clubhouse opened.
1981
A proposal by Barratt
Developments to build a housing
and leisure development,
including a nine-hole golf
course, on the 165-acre site of
nearby Slains Castle is refused
planning permission.
1989
Structural faults are found in
clubhouse.
1998
A new clubhouse is opened.
2009
Overseas member and Dutch
golf course architect Frank Pont
creates a spare hole to be used
during maintenance work.
2012
The Millennium Golf Match is
hosted, commemorating the 1012
Battle of Cruden between
Scotland and Norway.
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ABOVE: The starter’s hut is a rare echo of the club’s glory

years in the first half of the 20th century, its original 19th
long replaced. LEFT: Cruden’s muscular nature unfurls on
the kicking fairways and lofty dunes.

The intriguing nature of the course and the warm welcome in
the clubhouse are certainly appealing. And with upwards of
1,096 members you would be forgiven for thinking that
Cruden Bay is going through something of a purple patch. But
while things are certainly buoyant, the club’s heyday harks back
to a forgotten era of steam locomotives, tramcars and baronialstyle architecture.
One of the club’s greatest untold stories is that of the rise and
fall of the Cruden Bay Hotel, a grand building constructed of
pink Peterhead granite to the tune of £22,000 which, in today’s
money, would top £2.25 million. Opened in 1899, alongside
the courses, it was a luxurious and imposing hotel that rivalled
many of Scotland’s great baronial homes.
Equally as impressive was the hotel’s elevated position which
overlooked the links in the same way as the Turnberry hotel
towers over the Ailsa Course (Turnberry would open seven
years later). The venture was the brainchild of the Great North
of Scotland Railway Company which saw the “salubrious
climate of Port Erroll” as an ideal setting in which to create a
top-end resort complete with tennis courts, croquette pitches
and bathing. At a cost of £9,005, a tramway with two singledeck tramcars was also built to ferry passengers between the
hotel and the railway station which was half a mile away.
Despite its grandeur, the hotel came to an untimely end when
it was requisitioned by the army in August 1941. The site and
facilities were used for field training and when a buyer could not
be found following the army’s departure four years later, the
hotel was demolished piece by piece.
By 1952, the Cruden Bay Hotel had gone. In fact, all that
remains from this golden era are the golf courses themselves
and the wooden starter’s hut which is now used mainly for
storage purposes.
Bob Forman, the club’s former captain and eminent
historian, recalls the hotel’s sad demise. “Between 1920 and

1940, the hotel did rather well, but in 1932 the railway station
burned down and the railway line was consequently closed. A
replacement chauffeur-driven Rolls Royce was introduced to
pick up passengers from Aberdeen and drive them to Cruden
Bay,” he explains. “After the war, the hotel was in such a mess,
the railway company decided to take the compensation from the
government and get rid of it. The demolition contractor Adams
& Sons bought it and sold on the lead, stone and slates and
basically asset-stripped the hotel. And then they were left with
the golf course.”
The tale now turns to Quintin Murray, a ‘colourful’
Aberdeen stockbroker who in July 1950 wrote a cheque for
£2,750 to safeguard the club’s future. “They were looking to
sell the course off for sheep farming,” remembers Forman.
“After being told about the plans, Quintin got Jock Comrie, the
acting agent for Adams & Sons, into the Kilmarnock Arms.
They had a chat and eventually shook hands on a deal. It was
2am. Quintin used the pub’s phone to call John Glennie, a
Peterhead solicitor, who drove down to Cruden Bay and got it
all signed up there and then.”
Cruden Bay had been saved by the skin of its teeth, by a man
who his solicitor thought would have been a pirate if he had
lived a century earlier. However exuberant Murray was, his
actions secured the future of one of Scotland’s finest links
courses. Opportunistic, exploitative or a saviour, the world of
golf owes much to Quintin Murray.

THE VITAL INFORMATION
CONTACT INFORMATION: Aulton Road, Cruden Bay, AB42
0NN Tel: 01779 812285 Website: www.crudenbaygolfclub.co.uk
GREEN FEES: £90. VISITOR HOURS: Monday to Fridayno set
times. Saturday 2pm onwards; Sunday 1pm onwards.
COURSE (CHAMPIONSHIP): Length 6,287 yards; Par 70
DESIGNERS: Old Tom Morris, Archie Simpson, Tom Simpson
and Herbert Fowler
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1791
A ballot box inscribed with
Cruden Bay Golf Club proves to
be the first recorded evidence
of golf in the area.

