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The Origin of Gotf

David Hamilton

BegÍmingr
The game of golf $ras not a sudden
invention; it evolved and mahlred out of
many other stick-and-ball games played in
medieval Europe. France had its game of
chole and England had a stick-and-ball
game called 'gglg$gd. Only nvo games,
ho\ryever, are serious contenders as the
forerururer of the modern game of golf. ïhe

in the random,

Move to linke
But by 1650 anotherversion of the Sconish

goU can be seen emerging as the dominant
iorm,. changing it to resemble the modern
game, Àt this time it moved out of the towns
on to the hard links * land beside the east^
@ts, where in winter {and
e-ally golf was a winler game) a game of
skill developed, combininglengÉhy shots with
acsuracy as the hole was neared, llVooden-
headed clubs, which could be expensive,
were now the kind most in use and even in
the tow Countries were known as 'Scotch
cteeks'. In Scotland an iron club was reserved
for brrnkers or ruts. Thê target in this long
gamê was a hole in the ground.
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fàe earà'eet descnptron of the Scoftrs]r gamb of
golí, taken Íram a latin grammar for schaols,
.dberdeen 1632, JÍ rnentrbns bunkers, iron clubs,
Àoles aad saad used Íor teeing up. (Courtesy af
.A.berdeen University Library.)

tJVhy should the game have been di$erent
in Scotland from that played elseï'rhere in
Egrope and why should it have changed in
this way? Perhaps the interest of the
aristocracy and the Stuart monarchs uras
impofiant, since they took up golf seriowly;
they could afford to buy the expen$ive
equipment. For this reason golf appeared
in London after the Union of the Crowns,
when James Vl of Scotland ascended the

Dutch coff
The Dutch colf was popular and appears

frequen0y in early Dutch record*of which
many more have survived than the few
ssrappy Ssottish documents of the samê
period-frorn 1300 onwards, Á major study
by Steven van Hengel, Early GoIf (privately
published in 1982), has at last described the
gams from original documents, À single
iron-headed club, rnhicïr had considerable
loft, was used. It seems to have been mostly
a towlr €tarne, played towards a target suctr
as a door, and may have been popular with
children. The game became a nuisance in
the to$íns, but only occa"sionally did
regulations successfully move it out into the
open fields nearby, tivhere it may have been
played into a hole in the grround. ïhe Dutch
towns where coJÍ was popular were inland
and, without adjacent coastal links, it could
not be played very successfully outside the
towns. \ltthen the canals wÊre frozen, a form
might be played using a post, or even a
hole, in the ice as the target.

ln Scctland, early records are less well
preserved, and portrait and landscape
painting did not exist. Nevertheless,
suflicient Ís known about the early game of
'golf' to suggest that urtil about 1650 it may
have resernbled colí, as many records show
that it was played in the churchyard or
street. Scotland and the l.ow Countries were
closely linked by trade, and hence there
are good reasons why the ga$res should
have been similar.

first was colÍ (or &offe), popul;ar Ín the Low
Countries, and the second was the game
already known ae I or '<louffl or'
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throne of Great Britain as James I. ,ln
Scotland tooi the east-codet ports, notably
Leith near Edinburgh, had iinks, whereas
the Low Countries' colf-playing toïvns ïrere
inland, with wet, heavy land in winter.

There is no evid.ence that the Dutch game
evolved along the same lines as its Scottish
counterpart, and indeed colí d.isappeared
about 1700, probably eliminated by the
growth of the towns and the congestion of
theii streets. Ball-and-stick gamês in Holland
developed in a difrerent way to give koí{
an indoor qane played I
court. It seems reasonable to conclude that,
in the absence of other evidence, golf as ïve
noïy know it evolved in Scotland, but
perhaps later than rÍÍas once supposed,

Ttre Erst Clube
In the late 1600s, goif was popular in

Scotland along the east coast ênd t\Áfo-

centres in paiticular ïrere of interest. St
Ándrews rrad keen aristocratic student
golferg, whose fathers lffere among thosq
who played at Leith, Numerous diaries and
iocal-reàords show the popularity of Leith,
and it ïeas not surprising that here the
world's first Golf Club was founded * the
Honourable Company of Edinburgh Goifers"
There ïrere many golfing cliques in Leith
and the club's foundation was probably a
respon$e to the fading fortunes of the town,
in decline after the Union of the Parliaments.
Already the Leith races were popular and a
trophy had been given by the Town
Counci!. The new Company of Goifers was
atso provided with a trophy - a silver club -
and though this did not herald any sudden
change in the gtamê, it did mean that rules
had -to be ?rawn,, up for the new
competition - the first rules of golf,

Oiher Clubs were founded in the geven-
teenth pentury, imitating the Leith golfers,
and, as Scottish attitudes relaxed in an
increasingly sociable century, these Clubs
became -kriown for their heavy drinking
and he4rty eating, They seem to have had
littiê turnover of members, whs wÊre often
bound together for rêasons olher than
golf * often military or masonic. The Clubs
played a valuable role in supporting
the early club- and ballmakers, artd were
vigilant in protecting the rights of the toïvns"
oeople to use the iinks for recreation.
tÍ"ny records show that gotf was still popular
with- the tradespeople 9f the gqns, urtro
werê noï meniberb of the Golf Clubs.
ïVhether these ?oorer golfers played with the
expensive equipment used by the rich or
with a cheaper club and ball is not certain.

Temporarv cegsation
Trie eaily 1800s sa\ff a crisis in the

Scottish game, tndustrialization brought
rapid expansion to the towns without regard

The Trophy íor' the Gentlemen GolÍers af
Edinburgh $ater the $onoprable Campany) on
display.

for amenities, and public links such as those
at Leith, Aberdeen, Glasgow and Leven
ïvere throttled. Some Olubs, like the
Honourabte Company of Edinburgh Golfers
and the Glasgow Club, ceased to exist {or a
spel} and otliers dispersed to ne1ry, quieter
aleas, such as Musselburgh. The game itself
appeared to be less popular.

Tlre game takes off
Buf in the year 1848 a revolution in the

game occurred. The appearance of the new
gutty ba1i, made out of rnalleable gutta-
peróha,' produced a cheap, durabie
álternative to the short-lived featherie or the
wooden ball of the conrmon game' Less
dramatic but of similar sigmificance was the
change from 'the brittle woods to tough
hickory for club shafts. To the older men
who eàrned their living by ctub- and ball-
making, like'Allan Robertson, it seemed that
their tiad.e was in danger, but others, like
'old' Tom Morris, realized that the Deïu
eguipment might help spread the garye. In
this'belief they werè correct beyond-any-
reasonable exirectation, The neïÍ/ well-off
middle class froduced by the growth of
industry tloclied to Scotland for their
holiday-s using the expanding raii network'
St Àndrews - and North Berwick were
favourite places and there the , visitors
imitated thà games of the old leisured class.
Their wives -and families also learned the
gamê on these Ssottish holidays,- and
women's golf was born at St Aridrews,
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&lebritie* rufh ac AI Elelfour, thon
Segrenry cí Sato for lrolecd,l l?sro kesn
playenc and hel.ped its populariry funher,

Bacl( homo, in England, and elscrrhere,
thoy drorv up plaru íor cours€,s, Íor r:rbich
&oy hir€d Swttieh h:lp. From $cgttan6
poured a sÍreaÍn s{ deEigrnors and
profeacronalc. lilco tiïÍllie Dunn- a&d, lator,
Don^ald F.css. Th,a Csrcal:s'tis Club {draym
frorn the srttsans oÍ tbe tovrn) prodàced a
realárheble nunbcr oÍ smignéC rvbo coulcJ
bs faw?d phyfnE golÍ erd tending rhe
courseJ all ovgr North Àmarica.

tuglbïi card E? cqp:a:*r
Fitae<neatr ctsimsd qïsat anticnritv, detina

baelr to Ès SguaÍï kiígo. ïtc Êrer E$gli$É
C:tub of tlrs modern -era, hcvrever, -rra.s

perhap: the_ Old h{ancb€srer Club (1818),
thsugl the fua of &e eatinuoue mbd.ern
€_m ïnas lbg_Royal Nortfi Dcvon {1884) at
Wastr:rard Hol, a Club rvhich had'the
dírdncdÊ'il of raising ltt Ta.ylor tvho bc{ams
tbo [rcl proíeeeional to liear the Sastn at
tÏ.rgir orrn gerne. In lrela$d, [loyal BEUaer
(le$t) ïas the firct golf chrb to tie formed,,
gnd in Europe, Pc[ (1859) lcd tho \-ray.
Britain'c o:pendin6y F"mpire cproad gdlÍ
arounC tbs ïïorld. Íir griDain. a nbcr rum{ of
CIub fsundation o€urred, ràaching ita paak
in ths l&&. ïÏrs numbcr of Ctïb.g "rasa
from ]6s3 Íhsn 100 Ín ISl9 ro lS00 in tg00"
Golf had boon ployed in a smalt ryay Ln
lknerica beíare thb foundation of tbó St
;"inCrwra Go$ ginb oí ïonJlers in 1888, but

the Club'g pioneers had met lrith ridiflrlo,
This Club's courso vras primitive, but by
1895 came Ámerica's lirst open
championship liÍrks, at Nevrport, Rhirdo
Islánd-although as late ail 1899 lead.ing
British professionals like Harry Vardon met
little opposition on tours in ÁrnErica.

Errly c*mpciitive play
Competitive goU dates from thc Ínrer-Club

matches of the early nineteenth cenrury, the
first of l'rhich 1?as recorded in l8l8 izhen
tl'ro of the Edinburgh Clubs playing over
BruntisÍield tinks, -rhe Burgiesri Óo[ing
$aciety and the Bruntisfield- tinks Clutt
competed against each other, In 185? the
Prestvnck Club organized a successful inter-
Club toumament, ánd rn lB60 they arranged
an ev6nt for professional golfers, rvhichlaler became krovrn a.s the Open
Championship. They may havo trished to
shorv the skills of the invited professionals,
particularly their ovrn man. Tom Morris,
vrhom they had hired as a batl- and
clubmaker. and lvho looked afier the
Presn"rick Unks * the first zuclr salaried p<tsrt
for a golÍer. Sad.iy. Allan Robertson did not
Iivs to plpy in the courpetition. though the
year previously he t-ras the first to havo
broken 80 in a round ovsr ths Old Course.
The Open lvas unu.Ílual in being a stroks-
play competition, as tho early Lnter-Ctub
tournaments !'/êre match play.

lrïorr horbon"l
Golf prospered and by the time of Willie

Park's suÉess the small number of
professional golfers cruld hopo for larger
stakes in challenge matches and tho
rorrrards of occasional tournaments. Park
rvas perhaps the first to capitalizo on his
fame in the modern way as a golf consultant
and by pnblicizing his ot'm brarded clubs,
notably an infallible puttor. and by usingr
mass prod.uction, advertising and postal
sales ho r'/ae highly zuc-cessíul. Àt St
Andrervs the firsf golf club manufacturing
firm lhat had not beon set up by a
professional golfer appeared-the Forg.an's
Íirm, rchich survived Íor almost a century,

Scottjsh professional dominance ended in
1894 rvhan an English-born profes.rional. JH
Taylor, rzon tho Open. The rise of Àmerican
golf rvas signalled vrhen lVJ Travis rvon tho
British Amateur Championship in IS04.

Though a home-bred player, II
McDormott, had v:ron thc US Opan in lgl l. il
vras Francis Ouimet's r"rin in l9l3 rhat
caught the popular imagination. Another
fearuro of ths grorring dominanco of
Amoriqr vras the appearanco of the Ha.skoll
ball in 1902, quiclly capturing the market.
CIub dcsign changed to suit tho nsvr ball:
heads becamo deeper and ttre scarshead
doaigm changed, to the socket joint.
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From GeorEte ÀÍ CoJvtile Five.Open Champions and the Musseit'urgh Goll Story, MusseJëurgil J980,

Improved stah:s

Professionals' status remained low until
the end of the cêntury and they were
usually called by tiierr second narnes only.
Ëven Open Champions had to tee the ball
up for theÍr amateur partrrers in exhibition
matches, and even James Braid never
entered Vfalton Heath clubhouse by the
fronl door, JH Taylor organized the
professionals Ín Britain, pror$oting their
image until they became national figiures
even autside the narrow world sf sport.
Their new-found popularity was marked by
an increasing number of tournarnÊnts,
4gtably the sponsorship by the /Vews ol the
World of the first tournament of the modern
era. The changing status of professionals in
BrÍtain ïJas pioneered and continued bv
Henry Cotton', who, on beingi appointed tó
Àshrídge GC in 193?, máae "rhe bold
stipulation that he be made an honorary
rnember of the Club. The modern
professional had arrived,

Today golf is played vrarld-wide, and is
perhaps the rrrost popular participant
outdoor $port in the vrorld, The governmenl
of the game still bears out its Scottish
origins - the Royal and Ancient GoU Club of
$t Àndrews shares with the United States
GoIf Asssciatian the regulation of all golf.
And only in Seotlana is it"stiil universallfrhe
Eame of the ordinary people.
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Terrni:n"ologry
Bogle5r-orfgfrlr of th,e terrxr.
T'lre terrn .was first r.rsed in LA9L Flucr}.
Rotlrerlrarn, Cow6ntry, su€tgtestêd what vv-a.s
terrl]ed flie grour:d score of tÏre Goventry
course. Tae--sc-ti-rn-e proporrncieci ov
Rr:tlrertram was tal<err up by tlre Great
Yarrnoutlr Clrrl) l:on secretary, I)r T Browrre,
vvtro ina.ugrrra.ted rnatch,es for Great
Yarmouttr on tlre lines indicated. j{bout this
tirne the popula.r rnusic ha.ll ditflt. Ílush,
}luslt, here coÍnes tl:e Bogey te:rarn, \firas ora
aknost everyone's lips, and it rnu,st trawe
been rrpperrxrost in tlre rnind of Major C'Wellrnan one day wlren he exelaimerl to Dr
Browne: Tfzis gtaund score player of yours
is a requfar 'Boqev '- So the expression
o@a.dopted a-t Great
Yarrnorrtlr. Dr Browxre irrtrodrrceó. Bog,ey to
the Ltnitecl Services Cl.ub as a qrur'et, rrlodest
and retiring g:'entlet:rtal:, unÍíorcnly steady,
but never over brÍtliant. lle r ras heartily'welcorrred, and tlee hon seeretary. Captain
Vidal. 'was so irnpressed with tlre
personality of tlre rreuêst rnernlrer t}.at tre
sugrgrêsted it was but fitting: Ïre slrorrld Ïro]d
service rank, so he wa.s g;iwen ttre position
o.í. Colonel. rwhich tre still retains. The IÈoyal
and Ánsierrt did not recogrrize ttre terrrr rrntil
lStO, wlren tl.e Rrrles of Golf Cornrrrittee
frarned special rtiles . for lrogrey
cornpetitiorrs. It is noriv aknost in disuse irr its
origi"inal serlse since tl- e greneral adopfíon of
tïrê standard scratcb score and tl-e
assígrnrnent of Ilar to each hole. Flowewer in
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tfre l960s it carne back into glolfingr parlance
throrrg'h its .&rnerican use deïeotÍngt one overpar f<rr any lrole.

GoIf terrrrË
Birdie, Eagile and .FUllatross arê qrordg
coined in Arnerica to represent, respectÍwely,troles dcrne in one beilo'w pai, tt'vo beloirv
Srar and ttrree below par. Ttre vrord È.irci.ie
is attributêd to .AH Srnitlr. who. in lg03,
when playingr at .átlêntic City, lroled orrt for
a= I-rrnder pár at oÍre hole and exclairned
that utas a bird of a sàot

têrrrr. If one rnanplays ag:ainst annot}.er, ttre rnatch is a Single.In stroke play, tllvo players cornpetiregi
togieÈrer are a Corrple.

Etïreeeorne desilrrates a rrlatetl in wlrictr
oïr€) player plays agrainst trrv€r playing
alternate strokes vritlr one ball, suclr a rÍratch
lreing rare- Tlre word, does not ïnean tlrreeplayers eactr playingr agrainst tlre other; that
is a Three-brall À/Iatctr.Forrrsorne covers trlvo players playingt
elterDate strokes qritlr one bati against-trróothers ptaying one ball in rnatch play or
agai"rrst t}.ê field in stroke play. T}-ere has
been a tenderrcy t<: rrse ttre rarord to cover afour-ball rrratch, and so tl.e terrrl. Scotclr
Forlrgóxrre }.as been used irr sorne casês to
distingnrisfr bet\ryeen the two-

lvleda.l Play has crept into gtolf lanrgn-ra.g'e
1R a sJ-nonlrrn for Stroke Ptay. SÍro&e play is
tfre correct terrn, accordingf to tlre Rrrles andtradition.

Dorrnie is w}.en a plalrer. or his side, is as
rrrany troles rll) €rs there are l- oles rernaininq
to play élroles. If extra Ïroles are to be played too.btain a rrrinningr result. ttren -the terrrr
dogrnie does not apply.


