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 Location:  Porthcawl, Glamorgan, Wales

 Club founded:  13 November 1891

 Royal Title conferred by:  King Edward VII

 Royal Title conferred on:  29 March 1909

 First Royal Patron:  Edward, Prince of Wales (1923–1936)

 Current Royal Patron:  None

Royal Porthcawl Golf Club

P orthcawl is a holiday resort in the South Wales 
region of Glamorgan, halfway between the 

attractively named city of Swansea and 
the Welsh capital of Cardiff. The Royal 
Porthcawl Golf Club sits on the coastline, 
with views over the Bristol Channel to the Devon 
Hills and Gower Peninsula and, with its famous links and exten-
sive history, is one of the most prestigious golf clubs in Wales.

The origins of the Royal Porthcawl Golf Club lie with a 
group of Cardiff businessmen. In the late 19th century the plen-
tiful supplies of Welsh coal were considered some of the best in 
the world. It was taken from the valleys and hills and exported 
in vast quantities from the ports of Cardiff, attracting top prices. 
As the industry thrived, Cardiff grew and an affluent population 
soon shared the spoils of prosperity. On 13 November 1891, H.J. 
Simpson, brothers Willie and Harry Vivian and a number of 

other men gathered at the Angel Hotel in Cardiff to form a 
golf club, and to identify a place to play.

Porthcawl had been an important coal 
exporting area in the 1900s, but as the 

demands for coal increased and larger docks 
were constructed in Cardiff, Porthcawl developed 

into a quiet holiday region. As many of the founding members 
of the golf club were coal merchants or exporters, they were 
familiar with the town, and identified a piece of seaside ground 
known as Lock’s Common for the proposed course. Permission 
to use the common was sought from the parish vestry and, as it 
happened, this meeting was held at a public house, the ‘Lamb at 
Nottage’. After a successful meeting the petitioners deposited 
half a crown on the table and departed. The remaining men 
of the vestry decided this unexpected windfall should be put 
to good use and a ‘jug in’ was ordered. Before the night was 
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 Main Course Name: Royal Porthcawl

 Course Type: Links

 Number of Holes: 18

 On Original Ground: No

 Current layout in play since:  1913

 Main Course Designers: Charles Gibson (previous location, 1895); R. Hunter  

  (1897); J. Braid (1910); H.S. Colt (1913); F.G. Hawtree & 

  J.H. Taylor (1925); T. Simpson (1933); C.K. Cotton (1950), 

  D. Steel (1986), D. Williams (2006); T. Mackenzie & 

  M. Ebert (2013)

 Website: www.royalporthcawl.com

 Phone Number: - I- 44 (01656) 782251

R o y a l  P o r t h c a w l  G o l f  C l u b
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done, they had composed a song entitled ‘Who sold the Lock’s 
Common for a gallon of drink’. The vestry never again met in 
a pub, but golf in Porthcawl was now underway.

In 1891, club members set to work clearing the common of 
bracken in order to lay out the first course in February 1892. It 
was a nine-hole affair, designed by Charles Gibson, the profes-
sional from Royal North Devon Golf Club (Westward Ho!). 
Before long the list of club members included doctors, solicitors, 
ministers, army and navy officers and even a lord (Lord Trede-
gar, Tredegar Park, Newport). With this influential and growing 
membership it was decided in late 1895 to add another nine 
holes. The common was too small, and the only land available 
was 300 yards north, separated from Lock’s Common by a con-
valescent home – indeed, the one where Florence Nightingale 
once worked – and privately owned. The ground was rented 
and another nine holes were laid, providing the first 18-hole 

course in South Wales. However, over time the walk between the 
nines became an irritation and with the common’s holes often 
ravaged by cattle and cart wheels and overtaken by organised 
camps (in particular the annual Volunteer Brigade Camp, which 
was so large it was necessary to give up playing in the month of 
August), it was decided to expand the course on the private land. 
Scottish greenkeeper Ramsay Hunter, who laid out the links at 
Royal St George’s Golf Club in 1887, was hired to extend the 
northern nine holes to 18 holes, and the southern nine holes 
on the common would become the ladies’ course (where they 
continued to play until World War I commenced). 

The first clubhouse was at the southern end of the course 
on the common. When a new clubhouse was erected, it was 
positioned at the north end adjacent to the convalescent home, 
about 30 yards from the high water mark and with full views 
across to the Devonshire coast. It opened officially in 1899 and 

From behind the 1st 
green, the view is back 
over the sloping put-
ting surface to the 
Convalescent Home where 
Florence Nightingale once 
worked (left) and the red 
clubhouse (right) down 
closer to the sea. The 
small brown building in 
between houses the club 
offices, pro shop and 
dormy rooms. 
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100 years later its unique character and history were described 
as follows by John St Jorre: 

[It] began life as workmens’ quarters in Queen 
Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee Exhibition in Crystal 
Palace, London, was dismantled and reassembled at 
Porthcawl. Externally it has never lost its temporary 
barrack-room appearance, but it has withstood 
decades of constant use and the fierce winds and 
storms that roll up the Bristol Channel from the 
Atlantic Ocean. Lovingly re-clad and strengthened 
many times, this odd structure continues to preserve 
its quaint and friendly atmosphere within and forms 
a perfect foil for the beauty of the course it serves.1

The club’s passage to royal status was not without challenges: 
it took four applications over an 18-year period. The third appli-
cation in July 1908 was not supported by the Home Office. 

Herbert Gladstone, Secretary of the Home Office from 1905 
to 1910, replied to the application stating, 

I am sorry to have to inform you that this petition 
has been submitted to the King but having regard 
to the precedents which govern such grants, after 
careful consideration I was unable to advise His 
Majesty to grant the desired privilege. 

It seems Gladstone believed there were no special reasons for 
recommending the club as many other clubs had an equal claim. 
Given the North Wales golf club of St David’s had received 
the ‘royal’ title only weeks earlier, committee members were 
disappointed with this outcome. In November 1908 they made 
another approach on the grounds that the club was the premier 
golf club in South Wales. The application was laid before the 
king on 19 March 1909 and the club was advised of his approval 
on 29 March 1909 with a letter from Gladstone reading, in part: 

The green for the par 
3 14th hole is raised 
up and surrounded by 
bunkers. Golfers must be 
very accurate with their 
approach shots to hold 
the putting surface. Those 
who do often have a good 
birdie opportunity. 
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‘…referring to our previous correspondence about 
the Porthcawl Golf Club, I am glad to inform you 
that after enquiry and consternation I have felt 
able to recommend the King to permit the Club to 
use the title “Royal” and that His Majesty has been 
pleased to approve the recommendation.’ 

There is little information on how the wheels were oiled, but 
an insight into one man’s involvement comes to light in the South 
Wales Daily News published on 1 April 1909. It read: 

The Lord Mayor of Cardiff received the intimation 
that it was the intention of His Majesty to confer 
the title Royal on the Porthcawl Golf Club. This 
is the result of efforts which have been made for 
months past by Mr Wyndham Jenkins, Captain 
of the Club, to secure Royal recognition of the 
institution. 

Club members had always been interested in holding cham-
pionships and the official club history reports that in 1932 ‘…
the Royal and Ancient Championship Committee, under the 
Chairmanship of Bernard Darwin visited the course with a view 
to placing it on the Championship rota. Mr Simpson the golf 
architect was asked to produce a plan of the course.’2 Even so, 
Porthcawl never went on to host an Open, but after the club land 

Left: The old clubhouse 
looks out to the sea, 
ready to shelter the golf-
ers from all conditions the 
weather may bring.

Below: A certifiable 
museum piece, the putter 
James Braid used to win 
his 5th Open Champion-
ship in 1908 is on display 
in the Bar.
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was purchased freehold in 1959, championships were staged, 
including the Dunlop Masters in 1961, the Men’s Internationals 
in 1962 and the Curtis Cup in 1964. Other important events 
have included the 1995 Walker Cup and the Amateur Cham-
pionship – on six occasions – and forthcoming is the Senior 
Open Championship, in 2014. 

The land on which the course sits is triangular in shape and 
composed of both linksland and moorland. Closer to the chan-
nel the soils are sandy, but moving inland, through holes six to 
nine, the flora changes into bracken and heather. The cleverness 
of the course lies in its routing – the way the holes constantly 
change direction ensuring the sea wind has full effect on the 
ball. But there are many other layers to this fine links. There is 
a well-ordered progression of elevation changes, a strong cohe-
sion between the flatter inland holes and those with stronger 
undulations closer to the coast, and a well-positioned set of 
bunkers. The bunkers are a mix of the ‘gathering’ pot-type and 
the bigger, brutal type with high turf faces. There is a hint of 
Muirfield here, but the course is distinctive in its own right. 
The width allows regular golfers space to survive, while there 
is sufficient challenge around the firm greens to keep the best 
golfers interested. In addition, it is a course where the sea can 
be seen from every hole – a rare treat even on seaside links.

It is not surprising the links is enthralling. The list of archi-
tects associated with the course is a roll call of the industry’s 
finest designers: Hunter, Braid, Colt, Hawtree & Taylor, Simp-
son. Colt’s work in 1913 forms the basis of the current routing. 
He made eight new holes – 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 14, 15 & 18 – and since 
then only two have been altered, the 8th and 14th. Gil Hanse, 
the US architect entrusted to design the golf course for the 2016 
Olympic Games in Rio, wrote of Porthcawl: ‘In viewing the six 
holes designed by Colt that still exist on the present course, 
one striking similarity presents itself – all of these holes have 
superbly natural green sites…’3

The Royal Porthcawl Golf Club has come a long way. Borne 

from the vision of Welsh coal traders, the club laid out a thrilling 
links, acquired a wonderful rustic clubhouse, and gained royal 
recognition. Today Royal Porthcawl is a principal Welsh venue 
for high-calibre championships, a luxurious treat for golfing 
visitors, and a highly regarded members club.
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Based on the age and history of the clubhouse, the ‘Bar’ 
room has a timeless feel of a previous era. Story soaked 
leather chairs, walls lined with photos and memorabilia, and 
a floor tapped by the feet of thousands of satisfied golfers. 
If ever a room could warm the heart of any golfer, it must be 
this. 


