
Golf on the Rhine: 
On the Origins of Golf, with Sidelights 

on Polo 

HEINER GILLMEISTER 

Polo is pcrhaps the most anc ienlof games. All our best games arc derived 
from it, and cricket. golf, hockey, and the nat ional lrish game o f hurJ ing are 
all descendmlts of polo. 

T.F. Dale ' 

Cornpari sons betwecn ancien! continentaJ games and Scottish gol f make an 
interesting sludy, w ith balance of ev idence in favour of Scot land. 

Encydopaedia Brifannica2 

Thc exact origins of golf w ill never be idcntified with any certaillly, but 
wherever the praclice of sirik ing balls with clubs or sticks startcd , there can 
be no doubt the game as we know il' began in Scotl and probably six hundred 
years ago. 

Sandy Mathewson, Captain, Royal and 
Ancient GolfClub, August 1998 

Uebrigens ist es bemcrkcnswerth, daB auch von diesem Spic le [cu rling] g il t, 
was überhaupt vQn den mei sten Künsten und Erfindungen gilt, daB die 
Briten nicht ihre Erfinder, sondern ih re Verbcsserer waren. Die Flamländer 
solle n das Spie! in Schottland VOl' 400 Jallren e ingeführt haben. 

Johann Georg Kohl3 

The claim of golf's Scottish origi ns has always rested on two pillars, if the 
Acts ofthe Parliament of Scotland from Lhe reigns of James 11 and James IV 
may so be called. In a resolutian of the fourteenth parliament convened in 
Ed inburgh on 6 March 1457, the games of football and golf ('futbawe "nd 
ye golf') were banned with a vengeance (' utterly cryt done').' In the 
reso lution passed in 149 1, I'ootball , golf and other useIess games were 
outlawed allOgether ('fut baw is gouff or uthir sic unproflïtable sports'). ' In 
addition, bath Acts enjoi n the Scottish people 10 practise archery, a sport 
which, it is claimed, might be put ta good use in defending the country. In 
the existing golf 'histories', the above-menlioned pi 11 ars can also be said to 
have defi ned lhe limits of navigation fOT the Anglo-Saxon golf historian, not 
unlike tlle Pillars of Hercules of yore.' Thc purpose of this artic le is to show 
lhat this claim of Scottish origin is unsubstantiated and to bring to the 
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attention of golf historians new source material which proves the 
continental origin of Scotland's national game.' At the same time, the time­
honoured view that polo may have been influential in the genesis of golf 
will be reviewed and it will be shown that, although there is no basis for 
such an assumption, polo nevertheless tips the scales in favour of 'a 
continental origin of golf in an intriguing and decisive way. 

The Sorcerer Merlin, the First Prophet of a Flemish Origin of Golf 

As eady as 1360, the authorities of the city of Brussels issued regulations 
very similar to the Acts of the Scottish Parliament which threatened citizens 
indulging in the game of golf with either a fine of twenty shillings or the 
confiscation of their upper garment ('Wie met Colven tsolt es om twintich 
scell[inge] oft op hare ouerste clee!').' There are several conclusions to be 
drawn from this text. First, the Scottish term golf appears to be derived of 
Middle Dutch kolf, or kolve, which denoted a shepherd's crook. Second, the 
Scottish Acts did not refer to the game of golf as we know it; even in its 
early days golf was so innocent that nobody would have had a reason to 
deciare it illegal. The regulations of Brussels were aimed at the game of 
soule à la crosse which was notorious for the many injuries and fatalities 
resulting from it. The occurrence of the verb form tsolt, 'plays the soule 
game' (an inflected form of tsollen which corresponded to French souler) 
makes sueh this conclusion inevitable. 

The validity of this interpretation becomes evident from the Flemish 
version of a story which has been patt of the literary tradition connected with 
the legendary King Arthur since the ninth century. After prolonged searches, 
emissaries of King Vortigem finally encounter the sorcerer MerIin, offspring 
of the devil, in front of the gates of a town where he is playing a club and bali 
game. MerIin, possessed with prophetic gifts, knew that Vortigem's men were 
looking for a child without a father and that he, since he had been begotten by 
the devil, fitted this requirement. In order to attract their attention, he raised 
his club and dealt one of his fellow players a vicious blow to the shinbone. 
The victim of the blow responded immediately, as Merlin knew he would, by 
calling Merlin a child without a father (a so-called 'indirect speech act', the 
implicature of this insult being that Merlin's mother was a whore!). In one of 
the early versions of the story, Robert de Boron's verse novel Joseph 
d'Arimathie - Merlin, a verse composition in the dialect of northem France, 
Merlin's pastime is expressly referred to as the game of soule à la crosse 
(northern French choulloient for Parisian French soulaient, 'they played at 
souie'), and the club which MerIin wields so very impressively is a shepherd's 
crook (northem French croche for crosse).' By a happy coincidence, the same 
story was adapted by Jacob van Maerlant, a poet who was bom in Flanders 
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and educated in Broges where he became a clerk in holy orders. In his 
Histoire van den Grale - Merlijns boec (c.1261) he turned the episode from 
Merlin's life into the following four-beat rhyming couplets:" 

De vier voren zu lange to samen 

Dat ze to enen dorpe quamen 
Dar liepen harde vale kinder 

Jn enen mersche meere vnde 
mynder 
Vnde slogen dar eynen bal 
Merlijn de dit wiste al 
Sach de boden want he was daer 

V nde gaff den rikesten enen slach 
Van den dorpe dat Ie lach 

Mit ener koluen var zine schene 
Omb dat ene schelden zolde 
de gene 
Dat kint weende vnde spraek to 
merlijne watt 
Onreyne vaderloze bastart. 

These four [emissaries] rode 
together 
Until they arrived at a village. 
Quite a few young lads were running 
there 
On a meadow more or less quiekly, 

And there were striking a balI. 
Merlin who knew all that 
Saw the emissaries, since he was 
also there, 
And dealt the strongest lad 
Of the village on the leeward side 
[?] a blow 
To his shinbone with a club 
In order that he should insult him. 

The lad tumed about and, addressing 
Merlin, he said: 
'[You] dirty, fatherless bastard!' 

This literary souree eonfirms that the bans levelled at the game of golf 
during the reigns of James II and James IV were actually imposed on the 
violent game of soule à la crosse. We therefore have 10 eonclude that golf 
as we know it was at the time unknown in Seotland. Whenever golf was 
mentioned, the term referred to the brutal game of hockey. 

The Legend of Darius and Alexander 

At this point, it is worth considering an aneedote from the life of the greatest 
military leader of antiquity, Alexander the Great. It has tickJed the fancy of 
men of letters from the dawn of European history umil the waning of the 
Middle Ages, to use Huizinga's famous term, the time we are diseussing 
here. On the point of embarking on his campaign against the Persian empire, 
Alexander received several gifts from his antagonist, the nrighty Darius, 
King of Pers ia. What has proved espeeially intriguing among these gifts is 
a ball- it has helped to solve many a mystery in the history of European bali 
games. 
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As a rule, sources from Greek and Roman antiquity were adapted by 
medieval authors to suit their readers' taste. This story has therefore been a 
notabie example of how by tracing the history of literary motifs light can be 
shed on the origins and diffusion of games. uIt has served as a model forthe 
famous tennis-bali episode in Shakespeare's Henry V, and its many 
ramifications in pre-Shakespearean literature have yielded important clues 
in reconstructing the bistory of tennis." 

However, tennis was neither the oldest nor the only game with wbich 
medieval authors chose to associate Darius's gift. As we shall see they also 
in a remarkable way shed light on the evolution of two bat and bali games, 
polo and golf. 

The Western Version of tbe Story 

An early source of the story was a Greek romance of Alexander attributed 
to Callisthenes, Peripatetic and one of Alexander's campaigners," and 
completed by a native of Alexandria in the third century AD." According to 
this story, Alexander, af ter having overthrown the city of Tyros, was 
marching along the coast of Syria when he was met by emissaries of Darius 
who presented him with three gifts from their master: a leather thong or 
whip (skutos), a bali and a coffer (kibotion) filled with gold." The King of 
Persia explained his gifts in a letter: The whip was meant to remind 
Alexander that he was still a child and needed education for which, in the 
orient of aid at least, the whip was apparently considered indispensible. 
The bali was also intended to make him remember his childishness, albeit 
in a less painful way. The letter explained that Darius was sending the bali 
sa that Alexander could play with other children of bis age rather than 
seduce young people into pillaging his cities. Finally, the coffer of gold 
indicated that Darius had more than enough fiches and that he was sending 
it in order that Alexander might give his companions their due if he ran 
short of provisions, sa that each could return safely to his country. The 
letter concluded that if Alexander did not obey his orders, Darius would 
dispatch soldiers to seize him and he would be nailed to the cross like a 
renegade. 

At first, Alexander wanted to vent his anger on Darius's messengers but 
he decided instead to treat them weil and send them back to their master 
with his own interpretation of the gifts." Alexander' sletter claimed that the 
whip refeffed to the weapons with which he would punish the barbarians 
and make them his slaves. He told Darius that the bali denoted the earth 
which he would bring under his rule and explained that the coffer with gold 
was an important foreboding since it showed that Darius would pay tribute 
af ter he had been defeated. 
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This story was soon adopted by the Latin authors responsible for two 
rather distinct variations on the theme. In the fourth century AD, Julius 
Valerius Alexander Polemius, perhaps not too familiar with the Greek word 
"kutos of his source, tumed Darius's whip, rather ambiguously, into habena 
Scythica, which could either mean a Scythian whip or a Scythian bridle." 
Bath images were undoubtedly very suitable as symbols for the chastising 
of an unruly child and that is why, when the story was eventually taken up 
by Walter of Chätillon (Gualterus de Castellione; ft. 1170-80) in his famous 
Alexandreis," it is by na means clear whether he was talking of a whip or a 
bridle." The plural noun lora which Walter selected denoted, as did habena, 
" whip as weil as abridie. Accordingly, bath medieval and modem adaptors 
and translatars were free to opt for either the whip or the bridle, or indeed 
bath, as is evidenced by the author of the famous Roman d 'Alexandre. He 
picked the rad (verge de lis)" as weil as the reins (jrains) ?as if/so as to 
make sure that the unruly Alexander was thoroughly chastised." When 
Walter was translated by Jacob van Maerlant in the thirteenth century, the 
Flemish poet decided in favour of the image of the bridle af ter embellishing 
it to suit the somewhat rude taste of his readers: aecording to Maerlant both 
Darius and Alexander are very keen on treating their antagouists like harses 
- henee his preferenee for the bridle." Modem translatars have bestowed 
their favours on both options." 

Th. Eastern Version of the Story and the Emergence of Polo 

From an early ' time, perhaps from the very beginning, there must have 
existed a tradition very different from the story related in Pseudo­
Callisthenes. It must have been a story which viewed Darius's gifts from an 
oriental perspective which therefore appeared in a different farm. 

The first idea of what the original eastem version may have been like is 
given by two ancient Persian writers, the famous historian Tabári 
(839-923), and, af ter him, the poet Nizami (d. 1209). Though writing in 
Arabic from his residence in Bagdad, Tabári was nevertheless a true son of 
ancient Persia and therefore cao be said to have had the customs of her 
peoples at his finger tips." 

According to a source other than Hisham lb. Muhammad]: When 
Darius's son Darius became king, he ordered a vast city to be built in 
the Jazirah, and he named it Daranawa - it is called Dara today. He 
also reports that Darius built and equipped it with everything 
.necessary, and that Philip, the father of Alexander the Greek, reigned 
over a Greek land known as Macedonia and other lands that he had 
occupied. He concluded a peace treaty with Darius, under which he 
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plild 1IIllll11111Uliribuic hl thc latter. Philip died, and his son Alexander 
,~ucceo"cd him, but he did not send the tribute that his father used to 
,~el1d, This brought the wrath of Oarius upon him; Oarius wrote to him 
uphmidillg him Ibr the misdeed of stopping the payment of the tribute 
his rather used to pay, and sa forth, and (saying) that it was youth and 
ignoranee that led him to withhold what his father used to send in 
tribute. Oarius sent to Alexander a polo mallet (sawlajan), a bali, and 
a laad of sesame. In a written message he stated that Alexander was a 
boy, and that he should play with the polo mallet and bali, but not 
function or parade as a king. Should he not confine himself to this 
order, and should he assume kingship and rebel, then he, Oarius, 
would send an emissary to fetch him in shackles; and (he stated) that 
the soldiers of Oarius were as numerous as the grains of sesame (he) 
sent to Alexander. 

In reply, Alexander wrote to Darius that he understood the 
message. (He said) that he had looked at the polo mallet and the bali 
sent to him, and saw therein a good omen (that is, he would) throw the 
thrower of the bali to the mallet, and drag him with the bali. He 
likened the earth to the bali, and declared that he would drag the realm 
of Darius to his own kingdom and country, (and this) into his domain. 
In the same light, he viewed the sesame went to him; although 
abundant, it was neither bitter nor pungen!. Along with his letter, he 
sent Darius a sack of mustard and told him that what he was sending 
was small in size but that in pungency, bitterness and strength, it 
equalled the gift of sesame, and that his army fully answered Ibis 
description. 

Nizami relates more or less the same story but he makes a few additions and 
embellishments. He has, for instance, Sikandar-Alexander pour the sesame 
seed in his palace court yard where it is pecked by his birds; he says this 
illustrated the manner in which Dàrá's army would be annihilated by his. 
The implication of the pungent mustard seed sent in return is that it is 
seldom devoured by birds. Likewise, Dárá's army would be unable to 
Qvercome Sikandar's.15 

Unfortunately, Tabári does not name his source" but Nizami at least 
declared that his baak of Alexander was founded on authentic records of the 
Greeks and Jews as weil as on volumes written in the Pahlavi or the ancient 
Persian language." We may therefore speculate about what these sources 
may have been like and where they might have come from. 

The most interesting feature of Nizami 's version of the story, absent 
fiom all versions we have considered sa far, is the fact that two of the royal 
gifts are related to each other in an intelligent way. Typically, Darius sent 
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Alexander a chaugán stick, an implement used in his own national game. 
Alexander, however, was either ignorant about this game, or deliberately 
reinterpreted the gift in terms of one of the Greeks' national games for ",hich 
a curved stick was also used - the game of keretizein! The object ofthis game 
was to drag the bali towards one's own area by means of a stick curved at its 
end. It is illustrated by a bas relief of about 480-70 Be on one of three bases 
integrated into a somewhat more recent layer of the Themistoclean wall.'" 
lneidentally, Tabári constitutes a noteworthy written testimony of how the 
Greek game, mysteriously called 'the hom game' (presumably after the stick 
eurved like an animal's hom), was actually played, a question about which 
there has been considerable uncertainty among scholars." 

How could Tabári have had access to a source which showed such 
familiarity with Persian and Greek games alike? Such a source could weil 
have originated in ancient Byzantium where customs from Greek antiquity 
may have lingered on but where the game of polo is known to have been 
played, on a specially designed pitch referred to by the Greek term 
.\phairodromion or, by a laan word adapted from Persian, tzykanisterion,'" 
from the reign of the Emperor Theodosius II (408-50 AD) until the 
overthrow ofthe Eastern empire by the Turks." From Byzantium, na doubt 
the story could weil have made its way to Bagdad, Tabári's place of 
residence, which is known to have been in the Arabic world the hub of 
western knowiedge. 31 

In the West, apart from the literary tradition of the Alexander romance, 
polo became known through the testimony of Liutprandus of Cremona who 
accounted for the embassies he undertook to the Byzantine court in 949 and 
968 in two works: Liber antapodoseos and Legatio ad imperatorem 
Constantinopolitanum. 33 In his Liber antapodoseos, he mentioned the 
magnitude of the polo ground (Zucanistrii magnitudo) within the imperial 
palace." The first informant fiom the British Isles was an !rish monk, 
Symon Semeonis (FitzSimon), who made a pilgrimage from Clonmei to the 
Holy Land in 1323-24 and gave an account of the game as it was played in 
Cairo by the Mameluke Sultan AI Malik-al-Nasir and his noblemen. He 
likened it to the game of hockey played with bali and curved stick by 
shepherds in Christian countries, the difference being that the Egyptians 
played it on horseback." The first Englishmen to report on polo were the 
three Sherley brothers who visited the court of the Mogul Emperor Akbar 
(1542-1602)," and Thomas Hyde, Oxford Professor of Arabic and vice­
librarian of the Bodleian Library. The adventures of the Sherleys were 
recorded by their secretary, George Manwaring, who compared polo with 
the game of football in contemporary England." Thomas Hyde gave an 
account of the game in his De ludis orientalibus in which he included 
remarkably specific terrninology.'8 
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At an early date, Tabári 's version may have oome la the anention of 
western writers such as tbe Neapolitan archpresbyter Leo whose translation 
Nativilas el victoria Alexandri Magni regis originaled helween 869 and 951 
AD." Of course, Leo may himself have rendered Greek skulas by Latin virga, 
' rod', but it is much more likely that he found same equivalent of il in an 
earlier (presumahly Greek) version influenced by the easlern tradition. AI 
any rate, in much the same way as Tabári he chose to associale the rod (virga) 
witb Darius's bali and conceived of il as an implement used in the game 
Darius had wanled young Alexander to engage in. That is why he described 
tbe rod as eurvata, curved." Here tbe questioll is, whal kind of game Leo had 
in mind when he penned tbe words virga ewvala. However, it can hardly be 
doubted that tbe game refeITed to in his souree must have heen polo. Such a 
view is supported by tbe next adaptation of the slory in a work known as 
Historia de preliis of which three differenl recensions (Jl-3) appeared 
hetween the eleventb century and 1236." One feature of this version of the 
story, in which batb Darius and Alexander strictly observe tbe rules of the 
medieval art of elegant letter writing, ars dielami"is, is a conference Darius 
has with tbe refugees from Tyre in which tbe king hirnself gives orders for 
his gifts la he sent to his Greek anlagonist. Here we could well he Iistening 
la Darius's own words when Latin virga cU/va a capire, 'rod curved at the 
head' , is paraphrased by qui greee zoeani dieilur, 'which in Greek is called 
(a) zocaru'. Of course, as we have seen, contrary to what the text says, zocani 
is not a Greek but ratber a Persian word and, to judge from tbe many variant 
spellings witb which tbey experimented - zoeanis, zoeeanis, çoeanis, 
zoccani, zochani, çoeani, çocane, zocatus, zocam, zoca, zonam.l,2 - the tenn 
must have completely bewildered medieval scribes. 

I will now quote, hecause it is very Iikely to assume a key role, not only 
in the history of golf but a1so in future discussions on the evolution of 
European bali games, from recension 12 the leller in which Alexander gives 
tbe gifts of tbe Persian king a different interpretation. For camparison, I wiII 
a1so inelude a fifteentb century French prose translation." 

Epistola Alexandri ad Darium .. . 
De eo aulem quod direxisti nobis pilam ludicram et zocani cum quo 
luderem atque cantram auream cum qua exerceam et cogitem iocandi 
causam, hoc futurum in me esse intelliga; pro rotunditatem pile 
intelliga quia subiugabitur mihi imperium totius orbis; per zocani 
intelliga quia sicut illud curvum est a capite, sic curvabunt ante me 
capita omnes potentissimi reges; per cantram auream intelliga me esse 
viclorialem et censum ab omnibus bominibus recipere, quia IU qui 
magnus es et excelsus pre omnibus primum censum nobis misisti 
cantram auream. 
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A tres haut emperor et poissant Dayre . .. 
je ai ja veü apertes ensaignes d' ataindre as chozes desusdites en ce que 
vaus m'aves envoié j. estuef reont et uoe crosse d'or et une corgïe por 
moi solaeier. Dont je entens par la reondece de l' estuef que je 
conquerrai tout le monde qui est reons et recevrai de tous les princes 
dou monde Ie treü si cam je ai comenchié de vous par les presens que 
vons m'avés envoiiés; par la crosse [que VOliS m'envoiastes] si entent 
je que tout aussi cam ele est courbe au bout, ensi se corberont et 
enelineront tout Ii chief des poissans hommes devant moi; et par 
I'escorgïe que l'en doit mander al mestre et non pas au desciple, si 
entens je que je cbastierai tous cheaus qui ne me voldrontlenvoiier Ie 
treü aussi cortoisement que vous avés fait, douquel je vous merchie 
mout et me tieng du treü et des lettres mout bien a paiié par les raisons 
[ de]susdites.' 

We, Alexander" . inform Darius '" . 
As for tbe playing bali and tbe crook with which to play and tbe gold 
coffer by which you meant me to exerelse my brains alld la think of 
the reason for your jesting, I understand tbis to lie in store for me: by 
the roundness of the bali, I understand that tbe empire of tbe whole 
eartb will sUITender to me; by the crook, because it is curved at the 
head, I understand that the most powerful kings will all hend their 
beads befare me; by the gold coffer, I understand tbat I shall be 
victorious and recdve tbe tribute from all mankind since you, who are 
great and excel all atbers, were tbe first to give us our tribute by . 
sending us tbe gold coffer. 

If we coosider tbe French prose version of tbe story, matters take a most 
interesting turn. Not only was its author apparently influenced by tbe 
Western tradition (hence his adoption ofthe scourge, l'escorgïe) but, unable 
to make sense of the strange zoeani, turned the virga eurvata ioto a solid 
French hockey stick, a crosse, although it is difficull to expIain why it 
sbould have been of made Qf gold. 

Tbis is what we shall hear in mind as we now turn to the British Isles. 
Here we find the story of Darius's bali incorporated inlo an Anglo-Norman 
romance by Thomas of Kent as early as the second half of the twelfth 
century.u Towards the end of tbe twelftb century, this was adapted by the 
author of tbe romance Kyng Alisaunder." lt also appeared in The Prose Lije 
of Alexander" and, around tbe middle of tbe fifteenth century, an unknown 
Lancashire autbor elaborated upon it in an alliterative romance, The Wars of 
Alexander the Oreat." In one way or anather, all these authors had access to 
tbe western tradition of the story and adapted it more or less faitbfully. Only 
the Lancashire poet added a new touch by transforrrting tbe nondescript bali 
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of old, in mlleh the same way as the Brut chronicIe before him, .. into a more 
fashionable tennis-bali (hand-balI)." \ 

However, there is a notabIe exeeption from this rule in the workof a 
Seotsman, Sir Gilbert Hay. '" Hay was presumably bom in either 1399 'Or 
1400 which would tally with the faet that a certain Gilbertus de Haya was a 
'determinant' at St. Andrews University (of all places, in view of what he 
has done, to Scotland's golfing heritage) in 1418 and took hls Master 's 
degree there one year later, in April 1419." He then seems to have begun to 
study canon law in Pari., reeeiving his degree in either 1422 or 1423." 
Meanwhile, Scats forces had landed in France in 1419 to assist the French 
in their struggle against the invading armies of Henry V. It is possible that 
this is why Hay's name could appear, in 1421, in a muster-roll for the 
Scottish expeditionary force under the Earl of Buchan and the Earl of 
Douglas," and in another roll of 1422-23 when he was a captain in charge 
of six men-at-arms and 18 archers.~ In July 1429, the Scotsman witnessed 
10 the coronation of Charles VU in Reims. He was present at Ihe siege of 
Orleans and knighted afler the battle of Sen lis by no less a personage than 
Ihe French king himself." Because of his good command of Freneh and the 
necessity of communieating with his al lies from Seotland, Charles made 
him chamberlain of hls household. Af ter a stay in France of no fewer than 
24 years," Hay in alilikelihood retumed to his native country late in 1443 
or 1444." In 1448, his name appeared in a Papal Letter conceming money 
he had loaned to a certain Johll Stewart, deceased, which Stewart's brother 
refused to repay." Hay also appears in a will made by Alexander of 
Dunbeath in which a silver collar is bequeathed to him." The last record 
relating to him is an entry in the Exehequer Rolls of Scotland of 1459 
stating that he received a Robe of Honour from James II.'" He is believed 
not to have lived much beyond 1470" 

An expert in the French language he became, on behalf of his palron, 
William Sinelair," Earl of Orkney and Caithness," the translator of various 
treatises sueh as the The Buke of the Ordre of Knychthede, The Buke of the 
GouvernollllCe of Princis and the Buke of the Law of Armys (written around 
1456). 

Hay's only poelic work seems to have been the Buik of Ki1lg Alexander 
the Conquerour. His authorship has recently been disputed'" but in the issue 
at hand this is irrelevant sinee the only thing which really matters is the faet 
that the romance was composed by a Scats man in the second half of the 
fifteenth century and can thus be said to be fairly contemporary with the 
acts of parliament we have been discussing: According to Sally Mapstone, 
the version which has survived was compiled by an unidentified writer 
around 1499 who made substantial use of Hay's earber poem composed 
c.1460" 
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Hay adapted his Buik from the French Roman d'Alexandre and two 
Latin works, the Secretum Secrelorum and olie of the three recensions (J2) 
of The Historia de Preliis Alexandri Magni." However, Ihere is na denying 
the fact that he was almast certainJy indebted to the French prose version 
quoted above, at least in his tteatroent of the bali episode." 

[Off tbc forraye of Gadderis] 
Tharefore I rede that thow draw 
the arere, 
And to thai dame thow pas in 
thi cuntrie, 
With bamis to play, and lat the 
were-fare be, 

For men of Pers ma no mare 
nowmerit he 
Na sternis in lift, nor sandis iuto 
the se. 
And ane golf-staff to driff the 
bali withall, 

As bamis dois in cities for to 
play, 
And counsales the that thow pas 
hame thai way, 
And sulk ane quhile apoun thai 
moderis kne, 
Quhill bettir starkyn for the were 
thow be. 
With that ane scurge to drive ane 
IOp also, 
I'or bamis sayis it will the glader 
go; 

A ehaiplet als here I of gold the 
send, 
Like till a myter, that foly sould 
(lfetend, 
In bamis plais or ioto desgysing -

I t settis the bettir na counterfete 
ane king. 

I send the bali for it betakynnys 

[On th. Forage of Gaza]" 
Therefore I advise you to retreat 

And to return to your country and 
your mother 
In order to play there with children, 
and to abandon warfare, 

For the people of Persia can even 
less be counted 
Thau the stars in the air, or the sauds 
jn tbe sea. 
Therefore I am here sending you a 
balI for playing, 

And a crook with which to drive the 
bali 
Like children do iu town in order to 
play, 
And I advise yOll that yOl] take yOUT 

way home 
And la sulk for a while on your 
mother ' s knee, 
Until you have become stronger for 
war. 
In addition, [I] also [give you] a 
whip to spin a top, 

For cbildren say it wil\ spin more 
merrily [with it], 
I am also sending you a little cap of 
gold 
Resembling a mitre meant to denote 
folly 
In children's games or when people 
disguise themselves -

It suits you better not to preteud to 
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play, 
Sa dois the staff that wissis it 
the way; 

The scourge betakynnys 
chastiment to the, 
That as an bame that thow mot 
chastyit be; 
The myter als is takynnyng of 
Thow hes done in thi bamhede 
wantonlye; 
The gold betakynnys riches to 
habound, 
For vnder the hevin thare is na 
richer ground 
And becaus thow art of ane pure 
cuntrie, 
I gert it mak of gold to send to the 
Gif[ thow dois nacht my bidding 
haistalie, 
I sall gar the be punyst creuely, 

Nacht as a kingis sone of 
Massedone, 
Bot as a prince of reiffaris70 

and patrone, 

be a king, 
Iamsending you a ball for it 
denotes play, 
Sa does the club that shows it the 
way 
The whip is a taken of punishment 
for you, 
That you must be punished like a 
child; 
The mitre" is also a symbol of folly, 
In your childhood, you have been 
unruly; 
The gold denotes riches which 
abound, 
For under the sky there is na richer 
ground [than Persia], 
And beeause you have eome from a 
paar country, 

I had it made of gold in order to 
send it to you. 
If you do not obey my orders in 
haste, 
I shall have you cruelly punished, 

Not as befits the king of 
Macedonia's son, 
But as the prinee and patron [of a 
gang] of robbers. 

It is clear from Hay's use of the term golf-staf! that he cannot have 
considered young Alexander a golf player. The term crosse in his French 
source, for one meant 'stick used in soule à la crosse' and the fact that Hay 
had lived in France where he is likely to have become acquainted with this 
game precludes the possiblity that he is referring to a game resembling 
modem golf. For another, the game he alludes to used to be played, in Hay's 
own words, by 'bamis ... in cities', in the streets of Scottish towns where 
its followers constantly threatened to smash the windows of honourable 
citizens in the process." It is therefore completely out of the questionthat 
this text cites a fifteenth century example of golf. Rather, this is another 
instance of the medieval hockey encountered in the story of the 'bam' 
Merlin.n In the discus sion about the meaning ofthe word 'golf' in the Acts 
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rmm the reigns ofthe James II and James IV, it is worth quoting the opinion 
"I' Eric Midwinter as expressed in an artic1e on the origins of cricket: 'the 
tlsage of the name [cricket] is not very significant, unless we know eJiactly 
wh"t it entailed in practice ... Thus, by the strictest definition of historical 
cvidence, we require bath the name, and its attachrnent to same description 
which is reeognisable cricket, befare it is safe to talk about the origin of the 
game. '" All these requirements are finally met by Hay. If in the first part of 
his narrative he used the term golf-staff, in his continuation of the story, 
although in sa doing he may not be considered a grammatical model, Hay 
also supplements the necessary description.14 In his answer to Darius, 
Alexander goes on to liken the bali to the orb, the symbol of royal power, 
which Darius has to render to him. The crooked stick, however, not only 
means that Darius has been forced into subrnission but also that Darius and 
his barons would be at Alexander's beck and eall from then on in the same 
way as a soule balI chased to and fro by opposing teams. 

And as belanging to thir 
sirnilitudis 
Thow hes me send, the quhilk 
baith fare and gude is, 

As to the ball, the 0 may liknyt be, 
Quhilk is baith sound and round 
in all degrie, 
Off quhilk thow sayis hale 
emprioure thow was, 

As for the likeness of the !hings 

wbich you have sent me which are 
bath beautiful and good, 

as for the balI, the [?letter] 0 can be 
likened [ta it] which is bath healthy 
and 
round in every way of which, you 
say, you were 

And be the balI resignit to me thow the emperor entirely; and by means 
has; of the balI you rendered it to me; 

And of the crukit staff to cache the 
balI, 

That is the staff I man the kepe 
withall, 

And as it is crukit and bowand, sa 
sall thow 

And all thai bamage vnto my 
bidding bow, 

And as the bali it cacbis to and fra, 

Sa sall ye at my bidding cum and 
ga; 

and as for the crooked stick with 
which to drive the ball, 

this is the stick with which Iintend 
to keep you, 

and since it is crooked and bending, 
sa you 

and all your baronage wil! bow to 
myorders, 

and like the balI which it strikes to 
and fro, 

sa you wil! at my bidding come and 
go. 



( 

14 THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF THE HISTORY OF SPORT 

And as tbe scourge betakynnys 
chaistiment, 

Sa yow to me alhale tbe iugment 

Off tbe and vtheris quhare thow 
was lord and king 

Thow hes resignit to me thare 
punyssing. 

And like tbe scourge which denDles 
punishment, 

sa [you will yield) to me tbc 
judgement of you 

and atbers over which you were lord 
and king; 

to me you yielded [the power) to 
punish them. 

anc interesting feature of the text sbould not be overlooked, namely the 
verb used for the action of driving the ball. It is a verb loaned from Aemisb, 
cache (ultimately from northem French cach;er)." Together with golf(from 
Flemish kolf> it proves that not only the Scottish tenninology of modern golf 
but even that of hockey had its roots on the European continent." GeneraHy 
speaking, Hay can be said not only to have folio wed the custom of 
medievalizing sources from Greek or Latin antiquity. He went a step further 
by Scotticizing them. 

The custom of labeHing hockey-like games as golf may have been 
preserved among Scottish inhabitants in the City of London until the middle 
of the nineteenth century. Immanuel Schmidt,a Gennan observer writing in 
the 1850s, reported an annual solemn 'golf' match (solenne Partie) played 
on Blackheath Common Dear Greenwich in Scottish national costume to the 
ecstatic accompaniment of the bagpipe. Schmidt's description is illustrated 
by a woodcut said to have been adapted from a sketch by Gilbert on which 
a band of kilted highlanders is engaged, to judge from the shape of the heads 
of tbe sticks used, in a variety of shinty.n Of course, calling this game by the 
name of 'golf' may have been blunder on the part of the Gerrnan. 

This observation leads to a brief remark on polo. Polo was first 
introduced in England af ter the middle of the nineteenth century af ter it had 
been played by British tea planters in Assam. There is hardly any evidence 
that it was ever played in Europe befare this date although there has been 
same speculation about whether it may have been a sport of crusading 
knights, especially the branch of knights residing at an eastem outpost of 
Europe, the Teutonic Order. In the Middle High Gennan Bueh der Rügen, a 
satire direeted against the religious estates of the time, the crusaders are 
blamed for na langer leading the lives of spiritual ehildren and for indulging 
in superfluity and frivolous living instead. In exchange for a short Ave 
Maria, they are neverfheless allowed to play sehaggûn. However, the texl 
continues tbat it would be better to abstain from it and to engage in same 
board game for a cup of wine:" 

GOLF ON THE RHINE 

und sÎt doch leider niht gelîch 
geistlîchen kinden, 
wan ir Hit iuch vinden 
alle tage an üppekeit 
und an manger lîhtekeit. 

mit schaggûn ist iu ein spil 
crloubet, der ez tuon wil 
umb avê Maria: 
daz lit ir underwîlen da 

"nd spilt mil dem wihtelîn 

Of dem tisch urn guolen wîn. 
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and [you) unfortrrnately are not like 
spiritual chi Idren 
for you allow yourselves to be fQund 
io superfluity every day 
and in many sorts of Iighthearted­
ness 
with schaggûn a game is to you 
permitted (whosoever will do it) 
for a Hail Mary: 
which you are to abandon now and 
then 
in order to play with fhe littIe 
(?chess) men 
on the table for good wine. 

Theodor van Karajan, the editor of Das Bl/eh der Rügen, drawing on 
Johannes Voigt's History of Prllssia in which knights of the Teutonic Order 
are forbidden to play games for money (exeept chess and ezaekunen 
,'pele)," ventured the opinion that the knigbts' pastime might have been 
eneountered by members of the Order in Jerusalem while staying at the 
Gerrnan house, and fhat it may have been identical with the chaugán game 
of the Persians, Arabs and Turks,"' Although the Teutonic Knights can 
hardly be eredited with having played Ibis bat-and-ball game on horseback 
in tbe Hall of their Marienburg, it could nevertheless be assumed that 
chaugá/!, like sa many other games, degenerated into a more civilized board 
game but retained its aId name in the process. That polo, as was c1aimed by 
Sir William Ouseley and T.F. Dale, was the most ancient of all games and 
the source from whieh most of Europe's other eompetitive ball games 
(including golf) have sprung can be ruled out completely, although such a 
view bas been expressed time and again in works dealing with the history 
of bali games." 

Golf In the Low Countrles: the First Descrlption of the Game 

[t has always beeo fhought that the first souree to give a description of golf 
is David Wedderbum 's Latin-Scots phrase booklet Voeabu/a completed by 
1636." Almos( a century befare, in 1545, a certain Pieter van Afferden, who 
as a true humanist called himself by the Latin pen name of Petrus 
Apherdianus, had put the finishing touches to a baak entitled Tyrocinium 
latinae linguae,"' which mlght be rendered by Recruits' Drill in the Latin 
Language. Pieter derived his name from a small village on the northem 
bank of the river Waal in the farmer duchy of Gelderland where he had been 
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bom c. 1510." The village is localed some 30 miles south of Harderwijk on 
tbe southem bank of tbe Ijssel Lake. Pieter was a lecturer in Harderwijk 
from 1543-52, tben rector at the municipal school until1556 after which he 
was promoted to the Grote Latijnse School in Amsterdam" where he 
occupied flrst the post of conrector and then that of rector. As a result of the 
upheaval caused by tbe Reform.tion, Pieter was ousted from his position by 
tbe Protestant party (1578). He died in 1580 af ter several years eking out a 
living as a private tutor."' 

Not unlike Wedderburn's Vocabula, Pieler's Tyrocinium is a phrase book 
in which Latin phrases are matched with Dutch ones. Both books were 
written af ter the model of Erasmus of Rotterdam's Colloquia familiaria and 
designed to improve the use of Latin in everyday situations. That is why 
they contain chapters on sports and games, in much the same way as the 
Colloquia. However, contrary to the great Erasmus, Wedderburn and van 
Afferden saw fit to devote a whole chapter to the game of golf. The truly 
remarkable feature of van Afferden's book is not so much that it antedates 
that of his Seots colleague by almost a century, but that its treatment of tbe 
game is a great deal more elaborate. If, so far, we had come across the Dutch 
term of kolfand its Scots equivalent golfonly in connection with soule à la 
crosse, Pieter's chapter 'De Clauis plumbatis' (On the [Game with the] 
Leaded Clubs)~ allows na room for doubt that golf was also referred to by 
the term kolven, the infinitive of a verb derived from kolfturned into a noun: 
'Vis ne ludamus claua plumbata?' ('Shan't we play witb the leaded 
clubs?').'" One of the players asks at the very beginning, in Dutch, 'Willen 
wy coluenT At the same time we leam that the cluh is called a kolf: 'Ferire 
pil am claua/den bal met die colue slaen' ." The object of the game as 
described by Pieter is clearly to strike the balI into • hole, a feature that has 
stubbomly been denied the Dutch varieties of kolf or kolven in Scotland by 
self-appointed experts. One of the players is heard to rejoice 'I am nol far 
from the hole' .nd he continues: " wiU go straight for tbe hole; 'will can il 
easily.' The author might have gone one step further by calling tbe hole a 
put but that would certainly have been too much of a good thing. He refers 
10 it as cuyl, (kuil in Modem Dutch, Kuhle in Gerrnan). Nevertheless, there 
can be no doubt that we have here before us the sixteenth century prototype 
of modem golf. In exactly the same way as billiards, modem golf owes its 
name to the club used in it, the shepherd's crook. Incidentally, the term kolf 
(variant kolve)'" corresponds to the German Kolben, 'piston', a paraUel 
which seems strange only against the background of modem German usage. 
Those consuIting a historical dictionary would soon realize that in farmer 
times the term could denote the shepherd's crook even in this language." 

What Wedderburn does not seem to have taken into consideration is tbe 
formulation of rules. Even in St. Andrews, as is weU known, tbe first 13 
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rules were adapled from earlier ones of the Company of Gentlemen Golfers 
or Edinburgh (1744) as late as 1754 only." Pieter van Afferden's lext is also 
,'xceptional in its implication of the existence of rules and the violation of 
these by some of tbe players. 

Ru/e Number One 

Who misses the bali (thus producing a 'silent one'), loses the right to strike, 
wastes a stroke. ('Qui aberrat à pila, perdit ius feriendi/die mist/die verliest 
sinen slach.') 

/luie Number Two 

'Ib step onto the teeing ground before il is one's turn is against the rules 
since a certain order of play (behoorte, beurt in Modern Duteh) has 10 be 

. observed. ('Ego vicem tuam obibo/ick sal voor v spelen. Haud moris eSI, 
obserual quisque suam vicemldat is gheen manier/een yegelije houde zijn 
behoorte.') 

Rule Nt/mber Three 

A player must be allowed to swing freely, his fellows have to step back. 
('Abscedite parurn, dum feriamlwij ckt een weynich soo langbe als ick 
slae.') 

Rule Number Four 

A golfer is nol allowed to stand in the light of his partner. ('gael wt dat 
licht./A IlJce absitis, .. .') 

Rule Number Five 

In order to putt, the bali has to be struck; merely pushing it is forbidden. 
('Tu ducis pilam/ghy leyt den bal. Haud me fallunt tue artes/ic weet v 
boeuerije wel.') 

Because of the explicitness of Pieter's text it seems justified to claim thaI 
golf was played on the continent long before auy such activity in Scotland, 
not only in its basic form, but with all sorts of manuerisms. In view of the 
Scottish claim for precedence, however, it is not withoul irony that tbe 
Germans had seen to il that Pieter's book was translated into their own 
language as early as in the sixteenth century. The translation was published 
by Johannes Gymnich, a printer from Cologne, in 1575 aud tbat is why even 
tbe Germans, who had quite a reputation for their lack of interest in and 
talent for bali games, can be said to have given the proud Scats the slip, at 
least with regard to golfing literature. 
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Golf on tbe Lower Rhine: Tbe Evidence 

At this point, the question may be asked whether there is evidence that the 
game described by Pieter van Afferden was not only exported to Scotland 
but also played on the continent and, if sa, for bow long, As chance would 
have it, a most intriguing document has recently come to light in Gennany 
of all places." Figure I, an oillandscape by H. Golt, can not only be dated 
accurately but can also be located with notabIe precision." The painting isa 
view of Haus Wobnung," the residence of local nobleman, Johann Carselis 
of Ulft (who was also called by the last name of Doornick) in the vicinity of 
the town of Voerde on the Lower Rhlne. The original building dates back to 
a moated castIe of the late Middle Ages but in its present state it reflects the 
architecture of the late seventeenth century wben the owner had tbe whole 
building refurbished. % 

Figure 1 views the two-towered building from the southwest and from a 
position on the eastern bank of the Rhine. In the lower right-hand corner, the 
date 1706 is inscribed on a stone; it is conceivable that Johann Carselis 
commissioned the painting to commemorate the completion of the 
extensive renovation of his residence." Equally, Carselis may have wished 
to express his gratitude towards his mother-in-Iaw, the widowed Sophia 
Heilwig von Lynden," who had enfeoffed him with the stately mansion. It 
is presumably she who is seated in a costly, festive red dress in the left-hand 
corner. Standing on her left, with identical coiffure to indicate a close 
relationship, her daughter Johanna Maria, the lord of the manor's wife, can 
easily be identified, as can his two unmarried sisters, Woltera Stephania and 
Elisabeth Katharine, who both lived at the residence!' Woltera Stephania 
had died in February 1705,"'" one year before Golt finished his painting, but 
her inclusion in the picture may have been a deliberate attempt to pay a 
lasting tribute to her. Idealization mayalso have played a role in depicting 
the person on whom all future hopes were pinned, and who therefore was 
granted the privilege of occupying tbe very centre of the picture, Johann 
Carselis's son and heir Reiner Johann Theodor von Doornick. Reiner 
Johann Theodor had been bom only three years previously, on 3 February 
1703,''' but the artist has depicted him at the age of ten or thereabouts and, 
in order to show that he was on the verge of fulfilling his father' s 
expectations, has him preoccupied with the pas time of the noble and the 
rich: the fashionable game of golf. 

The golfing scene is truly remarkable. The lord of the manor had devised 
a golf course to the south of bis residence; a large rectangular hedged 
enclosure with a closely trimmed lawn. Under a tree in the remote corner of 
this enclosure, young Reiner Johann Theodor has teed his ballon a truly 
sophisticated contraption: a peg stuck into the turf at an angle which roughly 
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nnticipated the trajectory of the ball.'" The device apparently featured a 
""ncave top in wbich players deposited their bali before teeing off. It is 
"onceivable that this device made it easier for a player to address the bali 
nnd to hit it properly. Young Reiner is pictured taking a mighty swing at the 
hall. As befitted a young man of his status, he is wearing the clothes of an 
ndult which, in turn, closely resembIe the attire worn by the golfers on the 
enrliest Scottish golfing pictures, the first of which is dated variously 1680 
or 1720,''' and the second 1746/47. The first Scottish picture is an oil 
I'ainting by an unknown artist which depicts a gentlemen foursome and two 
caddies watching one of their fellows in his attempt to swing at the balI 
ngainst the backdrop of the town of St. Andrews. The second picture, a 
water-colour by the Englishman Paul Sandby, shows a squad of soldiers 
lïghting it out between them with a golf-bali in the shrubbery at the foot of 
Edinburgh Cast1e. Young Rt:incr's club is similar to those wielded by these 
Scottish golfers, or seventeenth century clubs that have survived. "" 

If we now turn to the original question of whether golf was actually 
played on the continent, Golt's painting proves that Gyrnnich's printed rules 
were indeed put into practice a few miles down the Rhine. Moreover, the 
van Doornick's, the Lords of Wohnung, derived their name from Doornick 
in the parish of Zetten southeast of Wageningen and virtually astone's 
throw - about five miles across the river Waal - from Afferden, Pieter van 
Afferden's birthplace.''' If we assume that Pieter had engaged in the game 
of golf in his youth and that this experience enabled him to write 
competently about it in later life, Golt's painting supports this view and also 
testifies to the fact that golf continued to be played in the Dutch province of 
Gelderland for at least 150 years until it was taken to the Rhineland by the 
branch of the van Dornick family which is known to have settled in, or in 
the vicinity of, Amersfort in the fifteenth or sixteenth century.'"' Why a 
game that was apparently popular at least among the Dutch landed gentry 
should have been abandoned in the course of the eighteenth century yet at 
the sanle time began to flourish in Scotland. is another question. 1t is not 
unlikely that further research will establish that the reason for golf's decline 
was religious, the strict position the Dutch Refonned Church held against 
playing games, especially on the Sabbath, which is known to have led to the 
abolition of games in countries into which its followers had set foot. .07 
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FIGURE 1 

H. GO LT, HAUS WOHNUNG, 1706 

Courtesy: STEAG AG 
Although earlier than the earliest Scottish pictarial representations of golf, this painting perhaps 
constitutes tbe Last testimony of the g3me on Ihe European continent where it originated. 

FIGURE 2 

HA US WOHNUNG TODAY 

The manor, backdrop of tbe golfing scene of yare. was heavily damaged by shelling in 1945 and, 
as aresult. tbe sauthem tawer had la be demolished in 1957. 
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FIGURE 3 

DE KOLF 

DE KOIJi'. 
,...."rJT~nd_JII_ .. ·.I" 
.... 'ad " 't ~ ---'" 

Zo wmi de Klool, (na 't XIDdB beh.a.agill,l 

VIU\ bi..- n .. 't oo,me:k toe gM.U(1Il: 
!iU:r ...,..beJd koI1\ qon eIse Hert; 

Op dM bei. uI~ pnurtiebeden, 
"Va.o. 't AN4eG wIlliJD, hiet be.nfld.eD, 

N. 't HemolIl Doel geàree"ren werd. 

Counesy: Bonn University Library 
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Emblem from Joannes Luiken, Des Menschen Begin, Midden en Einde, vertoonende het 
kinderlyk Bedryf en Aanwas, in een en vyftig konstige Figuren, met godlyke Spreuken ell 
srichIelyke VerzeIl, which was printed in Amsterdam by Hourruyn in 1782. Fram the Leiden 
cdition by A.W. Sijthoff (1888). The picture may be taken as evidence that golf continued to be 
played even in the Netherlands until weil into the eighteemh century. 
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