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Machrinhanish, one of Scotland’s most outstanding links courses, remains little known to many visitors. Mistakenly thought to be too remote to fit into most itineraries, this gem is easily accessible in a day trip from the west coast and shouldn’t be missed.
Machrihanish – A Top Gun among Scottish links courses and it’s closer than you think.

By David Brice / Golf International, Inc.

Machrihanish has long been considered one of Scotland’s most outstanding links courses and virtually everyone fortunate enough to play this charmer, automatically and usually with some passion, rank it as one of their favorite layouts in the entire country. Any course able to evoke such strong emotions has to be very special and Machrihanish is about as special as any course can be – it’s simply a splendid tribute to golf, guaranteed to revitalize even the most jaded players enthusiasm for the game.

Located on the westernmost shoreline of Scotland, at the very tip of the lengthy peninsula known as The Mull of Kintyre, Machrihanish is physically closer to Northern Ireland than to Troon or Glasgow. This creates an impression of remoteness, deterring many visitors from including the course in their itinerary; it just appears to be an awkward one to fit in. But appearances can be deceiving and in reality, Machrihanish is only a 25-minute flight away from Glasgow Airport. The opportunity to play the course as part of a day excursion from a Troon hotel makes perfect sense, fitting into your itinerary as smoothly as Royal Troon, Prestwick or Turnberry. It’s an experience not to be missed and for those who make the effort, there will be no regrets. 

The original layout comes from the 19th Century master of golf architecture, Old Tom Morris, who declared Machrihanish to be, “Specially designed by the Almighty for playing golf.” Although there have been changes made since Old Tom’s day, the present course remains one of the most natural links around. 

The fairways are a maize of undulations that have been there since the beginning of time; the greens are some of the most amazingly contoured and throughout the course, awkward stances and blind shots take on a major role in the test presented.

The opening hole is considered by many to be the best in all Scotland and you will have an immediate sense of why as you stand on the first tee. With the Atlantic breakers pounding to your left, you are confronted with one of the most intimidating sights in golf, a 200 yard carry across the waters of Machrihanish Bay…and this is just the beginning! It’s Death or Glory with few choices to be made.

From here on you convince yourself that things are going to get easier. No way, this is Machrihanish and like an unbroken horse there is a certain unpredictability about everything that follows.

Good approach shots are essential for a successful round and nowhere is this more apparent than on the 2nd that leads into the most exciting succession of holes, scattered among the dunes.

It is here amidst the sand dunes that players begin to take pleasure in this marvelous course and there are sand dunes aplenty. Rugged and tumbling, exposed to the wind and weather, you are playing golf in, around and over the sides of mountains of sand, carved with fairways and greens. This may very well be the truest test of links golf on the planet.

It is not until the 17th hole that you emerge from the dunes onto the flat path back to the welcoming clubhouse. In many ways the closing two holes can be less than inspiring, perhaps even a little anti-climactic after all that has been experienced before. But then the wind may pick up as it so often does and that will bring a totally different ending to the story.

If time is a factor, flying out of Glasgow Airport will be the most convenient way to include Machrihanish in your itinerary, but if you have a couple of days or so, there are other options to consider.

The circuitous but stunningly beautiful drive from Troon to Machrihanish will take 3 ½ hours and require an overnight stay in Campbeltown. There is a somewhat more direct surface route, hop-scotching across the Firth of Clyde on a series of car ferries that will shave a half hour or so off the travel time time, but brings another thoroughly enjoyable dimension to the Machrihanish experience.

For groups of 8 to 12 there is also a new high-speed ferry service available for charter, accomplishing the sea crossing, directly from Troon to Campbeltown, in less than an hour. Leaving your Troon hotel at around 8:00 a.m., there’s enough time to play Machrihanish comfortably, have a leisurely lunch and include a visit to the famous Springbank whisky distillery in Campbeltown. You’ll be back in your Troon hotel by 7:00 p.m.

Machrihanish is far from inaccessible and this amazing course belongs on more itineraries than is the case today. Unfortunately, if that situation changes, the frequently empty fairways of Machrihanish will be filled with visitors – best beat the crowds to it.   

Want to include Machrihanish on your Scottish golf trip? For a few suggestions on how, click here. 
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