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				Introduction

				Thirty years ago, when I was just starting to feel my way into the golf business, I flew out to Oregon with Steve Lesnik, the president of KemperSports. I’d found a piece of oceanfront property that looked to me like an ideal site for a golf course, and I wanted Steve’s opinion before going all in. Even though we didn’t have a formal business agreement, I was counting on him to steer me through the development process.

				We drove to the property in a downpour. Wind rocked the car, and the windshield wipers could hardly keep up with the sheets of rain. Finally, we left the highway and turned onto a small lane that led us through a meadow and right out to the edge of the Pacific Ocean. Big waves were crashing on the rocks, and a gust of wind nearly ripped off the door when Steve tried to get out of the car. “If you think people are coming here to play golf,” he yelled, “you’re out of your fucking mind.”

				To be fair, he was trying to save me from an expensive mistake. Other golf consultants were more polite, but they all warned me about trying to build any kind of golf resort on the south coast of Oregon. The place was too remote and too raw, a rugged stretch of mostly empty coastline dotted with small towns that had seen better days. The main tourist attraction—the Oregon Dunes National Recreation Area, where ATVers came to ride the giant sandhills—was an hour away by car. The nearest big city, Portland, was five hours, and San Francisco was ten. Sometimes I thought the consultants might be right and my obsession would turn out to be a costly, embarrassing folly. But I’d made enough money to build a golf course, and the course I wanted to build was a seaside links course.

				No one, including me, foresaw at the time how deeply Bandon Dunes would tap into an appetite for a different kind of golf. I knew that I loved links golf, and I suspected that there were others, like me, increasingly disenchanted with the kind of golf that was served up to the American public—long, difficult, “championship courses” (as Jack Nicklaus said, “the emptiest phrase in golf”). Forgettable, formulaic design. Fairways lined with houses. Golf carts on paved paths that made you feel like a token in a giant board game. Lush, overwatered fairways. Pretentious clubhouses. Name-brand architects. Signature holes. Man-made lakes with fountains. Flower beds with the name of the course spelled out in pansies and begonias. A pervasive air of commercialism.

				That was the prevailing model, and I was determined to do everything differently at Bandon Dunes. My goal was to get back to a simpler, purer game—to golf that still felt like an outdoor adventure. “When golfing, you want to be alone with Nature,” C. B. Macdonald wrote a century ago, and the location for my course was wild and beautiful, on high bluffs overlooking the Pacific. No carts, cart paths, or real estate. At Bandon Dunes, golf would be what it had always been, a walking game. You could carry your own bag, pull your own cart, or take a caddy, but you had to walk. The architect I hired was an unknown who said, “My strongest qualification in those days was probably my Scottish accent.” The courses—there was soon a second course, Pacific Dunes—had firm, fast playing conditions. The clubhouse was modest and intimate, and the landscaping consisted mostly of gorse, shore pines, beach grass, and bunkers that had been sculpted by the wind.

				We described the golf at Bandon Dunes in several different ways—as dream golf, as throwback golf, as American links. I’d always been aware that it was risky to try to transplant links golf to this country; you couldn’t just roll up an ancient Scottish links like a length of sod and unroll it in a new location thousands of miles away. Somehow, Bandon Dunes had to combine the ancient and modern. Golf is a game deeply rooted in tradition; we had to find out how to preserve its rituals, its character, and its customs, in a new setting.

				I say that as though we set about this task with a deliberate plan. But in the early days, the focus was on trying to get a golf operation to run smoothly. We were overwhelmed by the initial response to the resort, and it was clear that the allure of Bandon Dunes encompassed more than golf. My original partner, Howard McKee, wasn’t a golfer; an architect and land planner, he approached his work as an exercise in place-making. In his view, golf was a part of a larger endeavor to create a spot that drew upon the location’s natural and cultural resources to encourage health, contentment, and well-being. Before “authenticity” became a buzzword, Howard was driven to create a place that was one with its environment. He used local materials in building and design, sited structures so they harmonized with the landscape, and integrated the buildings into an overall design that had the comforting scale and intimacy of a village.

				In short, Bandon Dunes evolved into its own kind of resort where the most traditional form of the game—walking golf on a links course—acquired a fresh, local personality. Success builds on success, and within a few years we had added new courses, additional lodging, new clubhouses and restaurants. The courses won so many awards and accolades that we didn’t have space on the walls of the Bunker Bar to display them all. Bandon Dunes was recognized as one of golf’s top resorts.

				Today, there are six courses at Bandon Dunes, occupying a three-mile stretch of unbroken coastline. And I’ve learned that under the right conditions, the Bandon Dunes model can be reproduced. I’ve been involved in the development of resorts at Barnbougle Dunes in Australia; Cabot Cape Breton in Nova Scotia; and most recently, Sand Valley in Wisconsin. All except Sand Valley are located on the ocean, and they all offer a local version of familiar elements: links golf reimagined in a new environment, an ancient game whose appeal is burnished in a twenty-first-century setting.

				Bandon Dunes was not simply a “pioneering one-off,” wrote Josh Sens in a recent Golf Magazine article that addressed its influence since opening twenty years ago: “The ripple-effects of Bandon have reached far beyond its grounds. Even as it helped revive the economic fortunes of a flagging region, Bandon helped awaken a larger, slumbering market. It might be a stretch to say that Bandon rescued golf. But for those—and there were many—who felt that golf had lost its way, Bandon got the game on track again. Its popularity shattered tired assumptions about golfers and freshened worn ideas about what a course should look like and where a course could be.”

				While Bandon Dunes has brought an infusion of energy to the game, the resorts have been a bright spot in a picture that has been far from rosy. Anyone who reads the trade magazines knows that the golf industry at large has struggled. As I write now, in the fall of 2020, the industry is coming off its best year in decades; during the Covid-19 pandemic, millions of people flocked to golf courses for a breath of fresh air. The game offers plenty of room for social distancing. Golf facilities everywhere quickly instituted policies to ensure the safety of players and staff, and they provided a welcome, much-needed escape and stress reliever for people who were otherwise confined.

				This burst of activity underscored the fact that the game had been in decline since the “Tiger boom” in the early 2000s. In the United States, courses have been closing at the rate of about 100 per year for the last ten years. Many are now on the market at fire-sale prices—and still can’t attract buyers. The number of rounds played annually has declined from a high of slightly more than 30 million in 2000 to about 24 million in 2019—and rose by 14 percent in 2020, the pandemic year. Even some young people were attracted to the game; for years, they’d been drifting away, or as headlines have screamed, “Millennials Are Killing Golf!” The moving average of golf’s TV ratings has been on a long downward slide. Private clubs are struggling to hold on to their members, and hardly a month goes by without a report on the implosion of another residential golf community. At a great many conferences and in countless articles and studies, the problems of golf in the twenty-first century have been described and dissected, with much hand-wringing and foreboding. Seth Waugh, CEO of the Professional Golfers’ Association of America, one of the game’s custodial institutions, summed up the situation: “Over the last twenty-five years we’ve done a lot to try to kill golf. We’ve made it too hard, too expensive, and…too long. The one thing we haven’t done is make it too fun.” The major governing bodies have all introduced programs aimed at “growing the game.” For everyone who cares about the future of golf, the last few years have been a period of soul-searching.

				I am not a prophet. I’m a businessman, and I’d never claim that we’ve found all the answers at our resorts. I will say, though, that we have done our best to put the fun back into playing. We’ve tried to build beautiful courses, and we’ve created a product—a golf experience—that seems to fill a deep-seated need. Golfers often describe their Bandon experience in superlatives or religious terms, or both. While trends show a game that has been losing its popular appeal, I see in our resort guests the same fascination and delight that golf has always inspired. What golfers want, I believe, is a game that hasn’t lost its power to thrill, exasperate, absorb, and exhilarate.

				Links golf does all of the above. I’ve often thought of myself as its Johnny Appleseed, a guy who would plant the seed of a links course whenever he had a chance, and it’s been a great satisfaction to see some of those seeds grow into fine, healthy trees. I’ve said, only half joking, that I intend to go right on doing what I’ve always done, developing new courses, until I die or run out of money.

				I need to make it clear that I don’t see them as mine exclusively. Whenever I play a round at Bandon Dunes or Cabot Links, I’m reminded at every turn of the brilliance of the designers. My name might be on the deed of the resorts, but the names on the golf courses are those of the architects: David Kidd, Tom Doak, Bill Coore, Ben Crenshaw, Jim Urbina, Rod Whitman. Some of them were young men when I first hired them, and they are now the stars of their profession. They have gone on to design marvelous courses not just in this country but all over the world. Their work is admired and imitated—and in that respect, the influence of Bandon Dunes has certainly made itself felt throughout the golf world.

				My son Michael, a true student of the game, likes to talk about the emergence of a “new canon” as the merits of a new generation of courses become more widely recognized and appreciated. I think he might be right. Fashions in golf, as in all fields of design, are always evolving, but these changes seem to go deeper than fashion. The Bandon courses are more than an alternative to the manufactured layouts that marked the mid-century American style. Drawing their inspiration from ancient sources, from the links, this “throwback” golf is more rugged and wild. The depth and breadth of change bespeak a paradigm shift—a revival, a renaissance, a return to classic design principles that allow for variation, individuality, and mystery.

				While this book is a personal story, its real subject is a movement that has tried to both restore the pleasures of a game that has been around for centuries and to reposition it so it can thrive for generations to come. As a boy, I was fortunate to live near a course where I often spent the entire day, playing with my pals as we tried to break 50 for nine holes, roaming around a magical place that seemed a world unto itself, heaven on earth. Now that I am getting on in years, there’s nothing I’d rather be doing than building golf courses so others can feel that same abiding joy.

				

				—

				The first nudge for writing this book came from my sons, Michael and Chris, who have joined me in the golf business. They pointed out that many things have changed in the twenty years since the opening of Bandon Dunes and the publication of Dream Golf, a book about that experience. Wasn’t it time for a book about our new resorts, Barnbougle Dunes, Cabot Links, and Sand Valley? About the new courses at Bandon, the Preserve and the Sheep Ranch?

				Though I was skeptical at first, the idea had staying power, and what evolved in our discussions was the narrative you’re now reading—not a memoir, but more like a group portrait in which I am surrounded by many others. If a new book was going to tell anything close to a complete story, it would have to include all the people who’ve worked alongside me—my sons, architects and business partners, the caddies, greenkeepers, and staff members who give the resorts their personality. To do justice to such a rich cast of characters, some parts of the book are written as oral histories in order to bring a multitude of individual voices to the page.

				Success has many fathers, and failure is an orphan. That maxim is usually invoked to question anyone who wants to claim star billing. Here I mean it literally: success really does have many fathers, and I see myself as only one of them.

				Since some of the most important people in my life haven’t played a direct role in any of the golf operations, I want to acknowledge them here, starting with my parents. Growing up in East Aurora, New York, a suburb of Buffalo, I had a Tom Sawyer childhood. In memory, there is a succession of long summer days when my three younger brothers and I played outside, inventing our own games until daylight faded. Thanks to my mom, née Louise Belcher, a lifelong golfer, we belonged to the East Aurora Country Club. My dad, Pap, would never have joined on his own behalf; his pride and joy was a two-acre stand of white pines and Scotch pines behind our house, where he was always tending his beloved trees, trimming, lopping, planting. He’d been an Eagle Scout and a pilot, a winner of the Navy Cross, and every summer he took us camping in the Adirondacks. He never missed an opportunity to instill in us a sense of stewardship. We were expected to leave things better than we found them.

				From my parents I learned to love golf, the outdoors, and the freedom to explore and discover my own interests, talents, and passions. I have to smile when I find myself repeating my father’s familiar sayings, and realize how much I have come to resemble him as I try to teach my own children the importance of stewardship. My parents made an effort to send me to the Nichols School, on the other side of Buffalo, a boys’ school where students were often reminded of another precept that has stuck with me: from those to whom much is given, much is expected.

				In today’s throwaway culture, these values might seem antiquated. I consider them bedrock precepts that will never be out of fashion. My wife, Lindy, shares my views. We met when she was a freshman at Smith College and I was a senior at Amherst. My roommate, Phil Friedmann, was with me that night, and he saw the look on my face—that of a young man who’d just found the woman he wanted to marry. More than fifty years later, I still marvel at her grace and generous instincts. Lindy has been a loving partner in every significant venture in my life, including the start-up of our first business. We’ve also been partners in many philanthropic endeavors that have brought us a circle of friends and associates who see the world as we do and aspire to leave it a little better than we found it. Education has been one focus of our philanthropy; another has been the Shirley Ryan AbilityLab, one of the leading physical medicine and rehabilitation facilities in the nation. I’ve also had a long, rewarding association with the Evans Scholar Foundation, which awards four-year, full-ride scholarships to caddies. Early in our marriage, Lindy and I agreed that we would always donate to charities at least as much as we spend on ourselves. As our circumstances have improved, that ratio has changed: spend $1, give $4.
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						With Lindy, my first and lifelong partner

					
				
				We have two daughters, Leigh and Dana, and they along with Michael and Chris grew up in Chicago, where we have lived for years in a spacious apartment in a Beaux Arts building on Lakeview Avenue, in Lincoln Park. When the children were growing up, the center of our social life was attending their performances and games. Now, with both boys in the golf business and our daughters leading their own lives, one in Chicago and the other in California, where we spend two months every winter, we remain a close family. And our eight grandchildren have given Lindy’s days and mine a new emotional focus.

				Several principles and values carry over from our family life into the way that I’ve approached my work as a golf developer. The game itself encourages and reinforces these values, with the importance of stewardship that’s drummed into every young golfer. Repair your divots. Rake the bunker. Walk carefully on the green. Leave the course in the same condition as you would like to find it. You have a responsibility to those who follow you, and also to those who preceded you—to those who created the rules, traditions, and ethos of a game of honor. Yes, a game of honor. Non-golfers might shrug off any such claim, but to me the fact that players call penalties on themselves has always been an essential part of golf’s character.

				My sons share these views, and I’m honored to work with partners who have taken to heart their role as stewards of an ancient and beloved game. I didn’t expect them to follow me into the business, and I encouraged them to find careers all their own. As millennials, they’re aware that their peers are seen as having lost interest in golf—and they want to find ways to bring them back into the fold. They also share their generation’s concern for the health of the planet, and they have actively sought to augment the conservation efforts that have always been a part of our golf operations. At Sand Valley, in Wisconsin, we have the lofty goal of someday restoring 100,000 acres of primeval sand barrens that have been destroyed by commercial logging.

				Unrealistic? Maybe. Not so long ago, all the experts were telling me that Bandon Dunes was unrealistic. One of Michael’s favorite sayings, and now mine, is the advice of Daniel Burnham: “Make no little plans. They have no magic to stir men’s blood.”

				Every time we build a golf course, we are carrying on Pap’s legacy and building another legacy of our own. I hope this book will be a part of that legacy too, my attempt to explain how I have tried to bring dream golf into reality, and why I want to do everything I can to secure the future of the game. When I talked to the crew that was about to start building the first course at Bandon Dunes, I told them to regard it as though their work would still exist five hundred years from now.

				Too much to ask? Anything else would have been too little.

			

		

	
		
		
			1

			The Call of the Links

			
				The impression of the true old game is indescribable. It was like the dawn or the twilight of a brilliant day. It can only be felt. The charm, the fascination of it all, cannot be conveyed in words. Would that I could hand on unimpaired the great game as it was my good fortune to know it!

				—charles blair macdonald
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					Painting of the links of North Berwick by Sir John Lavery, 1919

				
			
			There are two kinds of golf, links golf and all the others, and they’re as different from each other as a caddy is from a golf cart.

			I haven’t always been a links purist. Like most Americans, I grew up with a fuzzy idea of what links golf was all about. To the best of my youthful knowledge, “links” was just a slightly fancier way of saying “golf course.” In my teens, I realized that links courses were found mostly in Scotland, where everybody’s hero, Arnold Palmer, showed up annually on black-and-white TV, slashing the ball out of waist-high rough or staggering through the crowds thronging the fairways on his way to winning the British Open. All the spectators seemed to be wearing rain slickers and carrying umbrellas, and the whole event, from the galleries and the gloomy weather to the pot bunkers and the gorse, looked foreign and dank. The shaggy, bumpy, treeless courses certainly didn’t bear much resemblance to the green, groomed, tree-lined country clubs around Buffalo, New York, which to my mind set the standard of beauty.

			If you’d told me then that I would someday consider links golf the most exciting, authentic form of the game, I would’ve laughed at you. I just didn’t understand the mystique that had grown up around what seemed to me an antiquated version of the sport. There is a famous old saying that the links were created by the hand of God, and expressly designed to provide the ideal grounds for golf. My initial reaction to statements like that: Really?

			Yet I have become a believer. When playing a links course, I throw cynicism to the fresh winds blowing off the sea. This game feels foreordained, and I sense, as golfers have for countless generations, that there is something mystical and eternal about the links—“something more deeply interfused,” to quote William Wordsworth, a poet whom I’ve revered since college. A round on ancient links where golfers have walked for centuries brings out the poet in almost everybody.

			In me, the links also brought out the developer. My first journeys to Scottish and Irish links happened to coincide with my first forays into the golf business. I can’t single out a lightning-bolt moment when the clouds parted and the gods of links golf spoke to me, but at some point it occurred to me that other American golfers might fall in love with it just as I had—so why not transport the links to the United States?

			The idea seemed so far-fetched that I instinctively regarded it as a daydream and pushed it aside. This was in the 1980s, when there weren’t any true links in the country. Even the famous courses that called themselves links, like Pebble Beach, were not true links.

			A century ago, in the early days of American golf, several of our great courses were designed and built by men who’d learned the game in Scotland. Many of them were actually Scots who’d grown up on the links. But there were many Americans, too, who’d made a careful study of the Scottish models. Inspired by these originals, they sought to adapt traditional design principles to a new set of conditions. On this side of the Atlantic, there was no linksland comparable to that on the coast of Fife. Golf architects worked on different terrain, in a different climate, and on different soils. Some of the pioneering architects, like C. B. Macdonald, tried to create faithful reproductions of famous holes in Scotland. Others, like A. W. Tillinghast and George Crump, were less concerned with any particular holes or courses but devoted to capturing the spirit of the links.

			Macdonald, Tillinghast, Crump—they were all part of an era that is often called the Golden Age of Golf Architecture. In the years between 1910 and 1930, this profession of golf architecture was brand-new, and the game itself was catching on as a popular, exciting new pastime. Some writers thought it wouldn’t be long before every man, woman, and child was bitten by the golf bug. Between the courses built here during that period and the links of Scotland, there is a striking family resemblance. They are members of the same clan. You can take the game out of Scotland, but you can’t take Scotland out of the game.

			
				This classic description of linksland, written by Sir Guy Campbell, a British architect and historian, appeared in the World Atlas of Golf, a landmark book that awakened interest in course design when published in 1976.

				“British golf was first played over links or ‘green fields.’…Nature was their architect, and beast and man her contractors. In the formation and overall stabilization of our island coastlines, the sea at intervals of time and distance gradually receded from the higher ground of cliff, bluff, and escarpment from which the tides once flowed and ebbed. And as during the ages, by stages, the sea withdrew, it left a series of sandy wastes in bold ridge and significant furrow, broken and divided by numerous channels…dried out by the winds [and] formed into dunes, ridges, and knolls, and denes, gullies, and hollows…eventually the whole of these areas became grass-covered [with the] thick, close-growing, hard-wearing sward that is such a feature of true links turf.”

			

			Though I knew that the game had originated in Scotland, I hadn’t thought much about the differences between links golf and American golf. I certainly hadn’t considered the reasons why our courses had developed so differently, a difference that had only grown more pronounced over the decades. My reaction to links golf was much simpler. Why, I asked myself, don’t we have courses like this at home?

			Now, twenty years after Bandon Dunes opened, it’s apparent that a great many golfers here were asking the same question, because we’ve witnessed what can be called a links revival. The courses that I’ve built, working with architects who share my vision, are imbued with the charm and character of the foundational links. They have the seaside locations, the fescue turf, the coastal winds, the design features and shot values of true links courses. People don’t come to Bandon Dunes to play the same game they can play at their home courses. They come for the same reason that drew me to the linksland—to play a game that is as close as possible to the one invented by the Scots.

			

			—

			Before I could break ground in America, I had to know something about the original links, and my education began almost as an afterthought on a trip to England. In 1985, Lindy and I went to London to visit Chris and Deedy Ogden, friends and former neighbors from Chicago, and Chris set up a golf trip. His father, Mike, and his son, also Mike, joined us for a trip to Ireland that was immediately christened Three Mikes and a Chris.

			Off we went to Royal County Down, Lahinch, and Ballybunion, four Americans folded into a van and speeding along the narrow, winding, terrifying Irish roads. Stone walls, fields of emerald green, fickle weather. I was the best golfer of the bunch, and Chris played mostly to humor his dad. In other words, we were four duffers hacking our way around those challenging courses in wind, mist, sunshine, and rain, sometimes all of those within a few holes. Our weathered caddies were rich with timeless caddy wisdom, rooted in the certainty that a small white ball will inevitably reveal the comedy and tragedy of the human condition.

			We stayed at guesthouses or small hotels with creaking floors and antique plumbing. The bathtubs had claw feet and the toilet tanks, mounted high on the wall, had long pull chains. The hosts were delightful and eccentric. The food was plain but hearty. At Lahinch, the ancient barman served us delicious pork cracklins. The Ballybunion clubhouse was a repurposed Quonset hut. We felt as though we were roughing it, but no one missed the luxury and comfort of American golf resorts. On the contrary, the sense of being in a place teeming with local characters and customs made our trip an adventure. The first hole at Ballybunion took us past a cemetery with Celtic crosses—what could be more Irish? A few holes later, we passed a field filled with caravans, or campers, where folks on holiday were sitting out on lawn chairs. Not a sight you’d ever see from the fairways of Pebble Beach or Pinehurst.

			As I recall these memories, it seems we might easily have been disoriented and miserable—but we weren’t. I was euphoric, as was the senior Ogden, who decided to call it quits after a round at Ballybunion. “I’m ready to retire,” he announced. “I have played the greatest course in the world.”

			That’s how I felt, too. Ballybunion is one of the most beloved courses in the world, and one of the most beautiful. Though all true links courses are near the sea, only a few have spectacular holes like the 11th at Ballybunion, a long par-4 with a fairway terraced into billowing seaside dunes. The teeing area juts out over the beach, bringing you right up against the full might and majesty of the North Atlantic.

			Was that what won me over, the beauty? Was it the warmth and humor of the people we met at the clubhouses and guesthouses? The caddies? The overall sense of golf as a pursuit that gave meaning and pleasure to every part of the day? Why had we all adopted without a moment’s hesitation the mindset that we would play in any kind of weather? What had made us so happy to walk? Why didn’t we miss the service and pampering of golf at home? Why did the game here, played with the same implements, feel so ancient and so right?

			To put it another way: Where did American golf go wrong?

			These and many other questions tugged at me after that Irish trip, and kept tugging on subsequent adventures I had with my regular golfing group. Many of us were classmates from the Nichols School, in Buffalo, and our commissioner, Warren Gelman, organized our trips meticulously. Before we started going to British links courses, we’d visited American clubs and resorts such as Hilton Head and Innisbrook, Firestone and Muirfield Village. The highlight of these extended weekend jaunts was to play a course that had hosted a PGA Tour event. We’d bought into the idea that the tracks where the pros competed for big pots of money had to be the best in the world. Never mind that they were long and relentlessly difficult, with narrow fairways, cavernous bunkers, and numerous water hazards. (I admire the stance of architects Bill Coore and Ben Crenshaw: “We don’t do water hazards.”) Playing them was like taking an exam that you knew you were doomed to fail but nevertheless had to keep scribbling in your blue book until the bell rang and you were released.
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					The unforgettable 11th at Ballybunion, one of the wonders of links golf

				
			
			Which led to another question: Since links courses were also difficult, why did I feel cheerful and refreshed after shooting 90 at Ballybunion or Royal Dornoch, as opposed to grumpy and discouraged after shooting the same score at Firestone? On the long summer evenings in Scotland, I wanted to keep on playing until it was too dark to see the ball. At Firestone, even before the round was over, I wanted to slink off the course, have a stiff drink, and forget the whole experience. To admit to myself that I hadn’t enjoyed my round on a course designed by Robert Trent Jones, at the time the most acclaimed architect in American golf, felt like a failing on my part.

			As I tried to educate myself about the game’s design and history, the questions kept multiplying. As is often the case, the conventional wisdom was misleading at best, a convenient justification for doing things the same old way. I became convinced that the heavily engineered courses in the United States weren’t designed for golfers like me and my friends. To play them successfully, you had to be able to hit shots that were beyond our abilities—long, straight drives and high, quick-stopping, precise approaches. You had to be able to recover from deep bunkers that gnawed into the greens, and to putt on surfaces as slick as the hood of a car. And yes, you had to stay out of the accursed water hazards. The only people who could manage these feats were pros and a tiny fraction of top amateurs. Why design courses for them? Why inflict misery on everyone else? Who had decreed that a round of golf should be an examination, and the architect should be an examiner intent on exposing the student’s every flaw?

			Links courses had mostly evolved without architects. If they were created by God, they were built by men—who in the beginning didn’t have many tools. The construction was done by hand, with shovel and wheelbarrow. Most of the ridges, hollows, folds, and twists of the ground were left untouched, and golfers had to figure out how to maneuver around the course. Grazing sheep and nibbling rabbits kept the turf open, trimmed, and healthy. The only water hazards were ditches or small streams (burns) that ran through the course. Golf balls were expensive, and the thrifty Scots didn’t like to lose them; the most likely place to do so was in the prickly stands of gorse (whins). The keepers of the links did face some of the bunkers with sod to stabilize them, and they built up greens to improve drainage, but the overall effort was to make the links playable for everyone, young and old, crack or duffer. In Scotland, the links were located on commonly owned ground, and the spirit of the game—the national game—was public and inclusive.

			
				“If there be added to its golfing charms the charms of all its surroundings—the grand history of St. Andrews and its sacred memories—its delightful air—the song of its numberless larks, which nestle among the whins—the scream of the seabirds flying overhead—the blue sea dotted with a few fishing boats—the noise of its waves—the bay of Eden as seen from the high hole when the tide is full…it may truly be said that, probably, no portion of ground of the same size on the whole surface of the globe has afforded so much innocent enjoyment to so many people of all ages from two to eighty-nine, and during so many generations.”

				—James Balfour, describing the links of St. Andrews, 1887

			

			The Scots are known as a stern, dour people, but they betray their humor and appetite for amusement in the game they invented. Links golf is meant to be enjoyed.

			What soon became apparent was that I was not the only golfer who responded to the call of the links. In truth, I felt as though I was a little late to the party. Every issue of a golf magazine seemed to include another rhapsodic article about yet another traveler’s discovery of the joys of the links. On my own trips, the signs of a rapidly developing golf travel industry were hard to miss. Tour operators for traveling golfers had sprung into operation. Larger, more luxurious hotels were being built. New courses opened, and old courses tidied themselves up. After unveiling an impressive new clubhouse, Ballybunion seemed to attract hundreds of overseas members almost overnight. At the best-known links, starting with St. Andrews, tee times had to be made months in advance.

			Some of the reasons for this shift in perception were straightforward matters of time and money. In the days of ocean liners, only wealthy golfers could afford the pilgrimage to Scotland, a trip that could last for months. Less expensive air travel had completely changed the calculus: now more and more people could easily get to the British Isles, and they could go for a week or even a weekend. From New York, the flight to Ireland was only a few hours longer than one to Florida. You could board a plane at JFK in the evening, wake up at daybreak at Shannon Airport, and, by eight o’clock, after a full Irish breakfast, be standing on the 1st tee at Ballybunion, miraculously alert and energized. When all the expenses were added up, a links expedition probably cost about the same as a comparable trip to an American resort. If memory serves, the 1985 green fee at Ballybunion was thirty-five Irish pounds, about sixty dollars.

			The price wouldn’t have mattered, though, if the experience of links golf hadn’t touched some nerve. Golfers are sometimes dismissed as self-absorbed, vacuous dullards whose conversation is limited to exhaustive accounts of the shots they played on their most recent round. They can be obsessed with technique, numbers, scoring, equipment, bets, bad bounces—the all-consuming details of the game.

			Links golf somehow exists on a different level entirely. It speaks to the inner golfer, and it speaks to the soul. Anyone who doubts this should read Golf in the Kingdom by Michael Murphy, a hymn to links golf that has sold over a million copies since its publication in 1971. During the 1980s, it might have been the most ubiquitous golf book in the world, often the only book for sale in pro shops from Myrtle Beach to Pebble Beach. For readers like me, Murphy captured perfectly the strangeness and enchantment of the links experience. As a matter of fact, I was so taken with the book that I used the name of its star character, Shivas Irons, on a bank account that I set up to finance my golf expenses. Except I misspelled it as Chivas Irons.

			Golf in the Kingdom recounts the adventure of Michael Murphy (same as the writer, though this is a novel), a young American who’s on his way to India for a year of study. On a detour to the legendary links of Burningbush, in Fife, the “Kingdom” of golf, he falls under the spell of a charismatic pro, Shivas Irons, a golfing genius and a student of the occult. Reading about Murphy’s round with Shivas and his dinner with local notables singing the praises of gowf, you can almost smell the gorse, breathe in the sea air, and feel in your bones the solid contact of a perfect golf shot.

			In form, the book is a vision quest, and golf is the medium through which Murphy seeks meaning, wisdom, and transcendence. (The author once commented on the number of seemingly conservative golfers who’d embraced his work: “Who knew that so many Republicans were mystics at heart?”)

			Murphy wasn’t the first to write such a book. Another of my favorites, Scotland’s Gift: Golf, published in 1928, is Charles Blair Macdonald’s account of his discovery of the game as a young man at St. Andrews and his attempts to transplant it, spirit intact, to America. Many articles and essays about links golf are abbreviated versions of the vision quest. The most eloquent of golf writers, Herbert Warren Wind, wrote lovingly and at length about Royal Dornoch and Ballybunion. More recently, Lorne Rubenstein, Michael Bamberger, and Tom Coyne have become bards of the links, describing this experience so powerfully that their books make even casual golfers want to undertake a quest of their own. The links pilgrimage is a journey for those who want to discover the soul of the game and, as Macdonald said, “find their own soul in the process.”

			My association with KemperSports dates back to this time when I was not only traveling frequently to the links but also making my first investments in golf. I flirted with buying a tract of land in Virginia’s populous Loudon County. I looked up and down the East Coast for suitable venues, chartering helicopters to inspect property on the coast of North Carolina, and even ventured as far as Cuba, where the Russian pilot demanded payment in cash—but that’s another story.

			One transaction stands out as a symbol, or symptom, of my tentative entry into this new business: I bought a lot in Bloody Point, a highly touted golf community in South Carolina that had everything—marquee architect, oceanfront location, big gates, all the usual trappings of prestige. I never built on that lot, just couldn’t pull the trigger, and it took me years to resell it—at a loss, I might add. Bloody Point simply wasn’t my kind of place.

			What was my kind of place? The answer, it was becoming unavoidably clear, was Dornoch or Ballybunion. Faraway towns, beautiful seaside links. Remote as they were, I noticed that traveling golfers kept arriving in rental cars, vans, and buses. Americans, Swedes, Germans, Japanese, Koreans. Tears blurred their vision when they arrived at St. Andrews and laid eyes on the Old Course. For golfers from all over the world, the call of the links was evidently irresistible. My entrepreneurial curiosity was fully engaged. Would an American links along the lines of Dornoch or Ballybunion attract the same busloads? Could I or anyone else build such a course?

			
				“Fascination is the true and proper discipline. And gowf is the place to practice fascination. Our feelin’s, fantasies, thoughts and muscles, all must join to play. In gowf ye see the essence of what the world itself demands. Inclusion of all our parts, alignment o’ them all with one another and with the clubs and with the ball, with all the land we play on and with our playin’ partners. The game requires us to join ourselves to the weather, to know the subtle energies and that change each day upon the links and the subtle feelin’s of those around us.” —Shivas Irons
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					Sea, sky, and golf—the magnificent view from the 10th hole of Royal Dornoch

				
			
			At first, as I’ve said, the question itself seemed ridiculous. If nobody had ever built a true links in this country, what made me think I could? I might as well decide that I wanted to become, say, a French Impressionist painter. A particular convergence of historical factors—time, place, culture—was necessary to create the circumstances in which links golf (or Impressionism) could take root and flourish. To replicate those circumstances, I would need a piece of linksland, a tract of sandy, well-drained land that had been rumpled and ridged over the centuries by wind and tides, and was now covered with lean turf that had been conditioned by the grazing of sheep and the nibbling of rabbits. Furthermore, to create the real thing, I would also have to speak Scots, wear tweed, play gowf with hickory shafts and gutta percha balls, and forget the history of the game since 1900—in short, I’d have to channel Old Tom Morris, the patron saint of the links.

			This was not a realistic option. Nevertheless, the idea of building a links course had taken hold, and I kept wondering how to go about it. Many traits of the classic links were obviously impossible to reproduce. For example, golf had been played in Scotland for centuries by kings and commoners, and one reason that the Old Course at St. Andrews is so venerated is that it’s steeped in history. All golfers feel this the moment they arrive in the Auld Grey Toon. No one can transplant history. In addition, many of the most storied links flow right into the heart of the town, whether at St. Andrews or Dornoch or Carnoustie or North Berwick, and the course has long been an integral part of the community’s identity and culture. That wasn’t going to happen in any American town.

			But other traits might be reproducible. Even if linksland, strictly defined, referred to a specific stretch of the Scottish coast, and even if the geologic conditions that sculpted the linksland spanned centuries, I had played enough links courses to know that there was no uniform standard or template. The dunes on Irish links are generally larger than those in Scotland. Some courses, like St. Andrews, are quite flat, while others, like nearby Gullane, are hilly. Some are treeless, while others have groves; some are marshy, or rocky, or drained by ditches, or crisscrossed by stone walls—but these features don’t identify or disqualify them.

			
				What, exactly, constitutes a links? In 2010 a pair of respected writers, George Peper and Malcolm Campbell, joined forces in an attempt to provide a definitive answer in True Links, a handsome book that laid out a set of rigorous criteria and offered a list of the 246 courses in the world that met them. Only five courses in North America made the cut. Four of them, I’m proud to say, were courses that I built: Bandon Dunes, Pacific Dunes, and Old Macdonald in Oregon, and Cabot Links in Novia Scotia. I was also a partner in the development of two Australian links, Barnbougle Dunes and Lost Farm.

				Full disclosure: I was a consultant for the book. While agreeing with its methods and conclusions, I have to confess that I am not as much of a purist as some of my links-loving friends. To me the links DNA appears to have traveled in complex ways, showing up in many courses that were omitted from the list. They weren’t even candidates for inclusion. My working understanding of links golf includes National Golf Links in Long Island, Prairie Dunes in Kansas, Sand Hills in Nebraska, and Sand Valley in Wisconsin, a new Keiser property. Even if they don’t have oceans, these courses have the sandy soil, rumpled terrain, fast turf, and other playing qualities of the ancient links. In this book, I’m going to call them inland links.

			

			In short, links terrain is varied, and I thought there had to be places in the United States with the two essential qualities—a seaside location and sandy soil. My favorite links courses, Ballybunion and Royal Dornoch, have glorious views of the sea, and the golf is infused with a sense of space and infinity. As for sandy soil, I liked how links turf felt underfoot, and I knew that the firm, fast playing conditions of the links could be reproduced somewhere in America.

			But would Americans be willing to play such courses? They were used to soft courses that encouraged aerial golf, or target golf. The challenge was to hit the ball high, often over a hazard, to a safe, receptive target, whereas links courses were best played close to the ground. To keep the ball from being buffeted by the ocean winds, a golfer needed to hit shots with a lower trajectory, letting them bounce along the ground toward the target. Though bump-and-runs are in some respects easier to execute, it takes a fine hand to play them accurately. Plus, these low, running shots can take funny hops and bad bounces, so better players—those expecting to shoot a low score—generally prefer to play through the air. By definition, links golf is not fair, and American golfers had learned to expect fairness. One of the essential phrases in Scottish golf is “the rub of the green”—acknowledgment that unpredictable bounces are to be expected, and accepted without complaint.

			An even more fundamental question: Would Americans walk? Links golf is a walking game. The Scots and Irish have always sneered at golf carts, which they call “buggies,” pronounced boogies. It’s estimated that only 30 percent of the rounds in the United States are played on foot. Carts certainly didn’t belong on the course that I hoped to build, but would an American links be required to allow them? Could a course claim to be authentic if carts were trundling down the fairways?

			My fantasy links resembled Royal Dornoch, where golfers walked, with or without caddies, and a sparkling wind blew off a foam-flecked sea. Like most grand schemes, mine was vast and changeable, varying from one overseas golf trip to the next, influenced by the courses I’d played most recently.

			Yet the core idea had taken root. Golf instinct, business instinct, artistic instinct, cultural instinct—they all chimed in to tell me that Americans would embrace a links course.
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				1999 BANDON DUNES, 6,736 yards, par 72

				
					designed by David Kidd

					#44, Golf Magazine Top 100 Courses in the U.S. 2020–2021

				

				2001 PACIFIC DUNES, 6,633 yards, par 71

				
					Tom Doak

					#19, Golf Magazine Top 100 Courses in the U.S. 2020–2021

				

				2004 BANDON TRAILS, 6,788 yards, par 71

				
					Bill Coore and Ben Crenshaw

					#38, Golf Magazine Top 100 Courses in the U.S. 2020–2021

				

				2010 OLD MACDONALD, 6,944 yards, par 72

				
					Tom Doak and Jim Urbina

					#66, Golf Magazine Top 100 Courses in the U.S. 2020–2021

				

				2012 THE PRESERVE, 1,609 yards, 13-hole par-3 course

				
					Bill Coore and Ben Crenshaw

				

				2020 SHEEP RANCH, 6,636 yards, par 72

				
					Bill Coore and Ben Crenshaw

					#80, Golf Magazine Top 100 Courses in the U.S. 2020–2021

					Winner of Golf Digest’s 2020 Best New Course Award

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				Acknowledgments

				This book is the result of a collaborative effort. Early on, I decided with my cowriter, Steve Goodwin, that if told only from my perspective, the narrative would be limited and far less interesting than a story that incorporated many voices. In all my golf projects, I’ve benefited from the insight and talent of many partners, colleagues, and associates—why shouldn’t they have a say in this book? Thus, several chapters now read as oral histories, and even the short quotes are the tip of an iceberg—the visible part of a longer, ongoing conversation. Everyone named in this book spoke patiently to me and/or Steve so that our chronicle would be as complete and balanced as possible. I can’t list all their names here, but I’m grateful to all those who’ve helped me build resorts and golf courses—and who’ve now helped me share the story of their evolution.

				Many who aren’t named in the book also made important contributions. Chief among them is Jim Seeley, who was associated with Bandon Dunes first as an advisor from KemperSports and later, until his death in 2019, as the executive director of the Wild Rivers Coast Alliance; he guided the resort’s efforts to preserve the ecology and economy of Oregon’s south coast. His successor, Marie Simonds, has continued this important work. We relied on her husband, Jeff Simonds, the director of golf, for information about competitions and tournaments. Don Crowe, the general manager, arranged schedules, meals, and accommodations to make our work as congenial and productive as possible. His assistant, Lee Ann Remy, who’s also the Bandon Dunes archivist, had a knack for leading us to the documents and photographs that we needed—even when we didn’t know exactly what we were looking for.

				Mary Schamehorn, the longtime mayor of Bandon, shared her insights and knowledge about the community. For the backstory of land transactions, we turned to Bob Johnson, the realtor who’s been instrumental in putting all the pieces together at the resort.

				My assistant in Chicago, Marianne Laughlin, facilitated the writing process in innumerable ways, and she was part of the group that gathered the illustrations that add so much to the book. Michael Chupka, the director of communications at Bandon Dunes, knew where to find the best pictures and didn’t rest until he’d secured them. He had dedicated counterparts at the other resorts: Brandon Carter at Sand Valley and Beth MacLellan at Cabot Cape Breton. Sara Mess tracked down the images from Doakgolf. The photographers themselves, particularly Evan Schiller, Christian Hafer, and Jeff Marsh, went above and beyond to provide us with the shots we wanted.

				Sarah Perrin, at Knopf, was endlessly patient in coordinating this effort and in guiding us through the stages of manuscript preparation.

				Our agent, Rafe Sagalyn, played a key role in shaping the book’s strategy. Gary Fisketjon acquired the book at Knopf; his knowledge of the game and passionate belief in this story were invaluable in helping us develop and articulate our ideas. The fine hand of Jonathan Segal, our editor, is evident throughout the book; he has deftly steered us toward precision, economy, and clarity, keeping us on track and on key.

				Finally, and most of all, I want to thank the retail golfer—not the abstraction, but the thousands and thousands of living, breathing golfers who come to the resorts and play the courses. They come in all shapes and sizes, young and old, male and female, duffer and pro, and they come in all seasons and play in all weathers. Many of them have told me in emotional terms how much they enjoy the courses at Bandon, Barnbougle, Cabot, and Sand Valley, and they thank me for building them. My response is that I should be thanking them. Over and over again, I am deeply rewarded by their love for links golf.

			

		

	
		
		
			A NOTE ABOUT THE AUTHORS

			Mike Keiser is the founder of Bandon Dunes. His business career began in 1971, when he and a college roommate successfully launched Recycled Paper Greetings. In his second career as a golf course developer, he’s built award-winning resorts and spectacularly beautiful courses from Tasmania to Nova Scotia. He has lectured on management at the University of Chicago, and he lives with his wife, Lindy, in Chicago, Illinois.

			Stephen Goodwin is the author of Dream Golf: The Making of Bandon Dunes as well as two other golf books and three novels. He served as the director of the Literature Program at the National Endowment for the Arts and cofounded the PEN/Faulkner Foundation. He taught literature and creative writing at George Mason University and now lives with his wife, Robyn, in Vineyard Haven, Massachusetts.
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