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in the clubhouse trophy 
case, and McIlroy himself 
has a history at the club. He 
played in a team event there 
in 2005, when he was 16 
years old and had just shot 
61 in a tournament at Royal 
Portrush, a couple of hours 
farther up the coast. The 
weather was grim during the 
team event, and when word 
got around that McIlroy 
was five over par there were 
skeptics who suggested that 
his Portrush record had been 
a fluke. But then he finished 
birdie-birdie-eagle and 
continued into his future.

That weekend, I played 
Royal Belfast Golf Club 
with Alan Stout and Keith 
Salters, members with low-
single-digit handicaps. Both 
had played in that same 
tournament at Kirkistown 
Castle, and Salters, who 
had been in a group behind 
McIlroy’s, told me, “I was 
10 over with a few holes to 
go, and when I heard that 
Rory was five over I felt 
better about it. But then 
Rory finished level, or 
nearly.” Royal Belfast was 
founded in 1881 and is the 
oldest golf club in Ireland. 
(McIlroy’s childhood 
course, Holywood, is just 
down the road.) The club 
has a gorgeous clubhouse, 
which used to be the home 
of somebody important, 
and a refreshing attitude 
about frost: “We ignore it,” 
Stout said. The course was 
designed by Harry Colt, 
who also designed Belvoir 
Park—pronounced “Beaver 
Park”—a few miles away, in 
a suburb on the city’s south 
side. I had played Belvoir 
the day before with my 
County Down companion 
Johnny Browne, who lives in 
an apartment overlooking 
the 18th hole and, when he 

feels the urge, has an easy 
45-minute commute to 
Newcastle.

On Friday, Browne and 
I teed off at Royal County 
Down at 8:40, the earliest tee 
time that day, and played so 
fast that we caught up to the 
greenkeeper and an assistant, 
who were changing the cups 
and using a whip to sweep 
microscopic mower residue 
from the putting surfaces, 
all of which were virtually in 
mid-season condition. On 
Monday, to avoid a similar 
collision, Browne booked 
us for 10 minutes later. 
Before teeing off on the 11th 
hole, we relaxed our pace 
further, by climbing into a 
jungle of whins and briars to 
look for a century-old relic 
that a caddie had told me 
about in 2011: the remains 
of a small stone building, 
which the maintenance crew 
had uncovered during an 
aggressive gorse-removal 
project. We found it, at some 
risk to our clothing, although 
it was so overgrown that 
we couldn’t see much more 
than one corner. Later that 
day, Harry McCaw—a past 
captain of Royal County 
Down and the Royal and 
Ancient Golf Club of St. 
Andrews—told me that he 
thought the structure might 
once have served as the 
literal “club house”: the place 
where early players stored 
their clubs.

The standard complaint 
about Royal County Down is 
that the second nine doesn’t 

measure up to the first, 
and the standard response 
is, Well, what could? The 
problematic holes are the 
closing ones, and although 
you can make a case, shot by 
shot, that each is a worthy 
companion to all the others, 
it’s nevertheless true that 
the surreality of the setting 
begins to dissipate on the 
14th tee. One difficulty is 
visual: the 14th is where the 
course emerges from the 
dunes and you first become 
aware of the residential 
subdivisions across the 
street. It’s hard not to wish, 
as you turn toward town, 
that the club’s founders 
had appropriated 50 or 100 
more acres of the wildest 
linksland, which continues 
another two miles up the 
coast. (Most of the dune 
area to the north is now part 
of the Murlough National 
Nature Reserve.) Or maybe 
Donald Trump could be 
persuaded to buy up the 
adjacent neighborhood and 
dump a few million tons of 
sand on top of it. Still, any 
such criticisms should be 
considered minor gripes. 
Royal County Down is 
sublime.

Browne and I, despite 
our archaeological detour, 
finished in a little under 
2½ hours. We had lunch 
in the visitors’ wing of the 
clubhouse (which has better 
views than the members’ 
areas and doesn’t require 
a jacket and tie). We were 
joined by Browne’s Uncle 
Des, who had spent the 
morning on the Annesley 
course. “Did you play any golf 
at all?” Des asked—meaning 
“Did you do more than beat it 
around?”—and Browne said, 
“A little, in the middle; not 
otherwise.” Browne had to 
attend a meeting at Belvoir 
Park, and he asked me how 
I was planning to spend my 
afternoon. I said  
I might try a course I’d 
noticed a dozen miles south 
of town, called Kilkeel, and 
after we’d said goodbye 

I loaded my clubs into 
my car. Then, at the first 
roundabout, I suddenly 
thought: What am I doing?  
I went all the way around, 
and returned to the club, and 
teed off on the championship 
course again.

I didn’t play quite as fast  
by myself as I had with 
Browne in the morning, but 
only because I took more 
time to savor the blue sky 
and the sun, which was 
slanting obliquely across 
the dunes. I still had the 
course virtually to myself. 
November probably isn’t the 
ideal month for a golf trip to 
Northern Ireland, but a case 
could be made. The weather 
is iffy, but it’s iffy in August, 
too, and the green fees and 
hotel rates are tantalizing. 
(On Nov. 1, the visitor’s fee 
at Royal County Down drops 
from £180 to £50.) The links 
courses of the British Isles 
aren’t often spoken of  
as a cold-season alternative 
to Myrtle Beach, but why 
not? I’ve seen more snow in 
South Carolina than I have 
on the coast of Northern 
Ireland.

When I was putting on 
the 13th green, Eamonn 
Crawford, the links 
manager, drove up on a 
tractor, with which he had 
been aerating a fairway. 
He introduced himself. 
He’d been a little grumpy 
when Browne (a friend and 
occasional playing partner 
of his) and I caught up to 
him on Friday, because at 
that hour he hadn’t been 
expecting interference from 
golfers. But he was smiling 
now. “In 1975, I came here 
to work for a week,” he told 
me, “and I’ve been here ever 
since.” He said he used to 
see old greenkeepers who 
had been on the job for 50 
or 60 years, and had always 
wondered how they could 
stand it. “Now I myself 
have been here 38 years, 
and I have no plan to go 
anywhere,” he said. “It’s a 
hard place to leave.” !

BRITISH LINKS 
COURSES 
AREN’T OFTEN 
SPOKEN OF AS 
A COLD-SEASON 
ALTERNATIVE TO 
MYRTLE BEACH, 
BUT WHY NOT?
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The Philippines is a 
nation that can be 
proud of many things 

in the sports arena. “Giants” 
like two-time world champion 
pool player Efren Reyes and 
of course, superstar boxer 
Manny Pacquiao have brought 
much glory.

On December 7th, 2013, 
the nation and its people 
celebrated a historical 
occasion with the opening 
of the Anvaya Cove Golf & 
Sports Club. Owned and 
developed by Philippines 
real estate giant, Ayala 
Land. The 7,030-yard golf 
course located at Morong, 
Bataan was the group’s first 
attempt at a high-end golf-

designed, master-planned 
community," said Jose 
Juan Jugo, head of Ayala 
Land Premier. "With 
Anvaya Cove, we saw the 
opportunity to meet the 
demand in the Philippine 
domestic market while also 
competing effectively in 
the international second-
home market. We've already 
welcomed retired expats 

residential development by 
the sea under its high-end 
residential brand, Ayala 
Land Premier.

"The physical 
characteristics here 
immediately place it on 
a par with international 
developments that 
have similarly sought to 
seamlessly combine living 
and leisure in a thoughtfully 

ABOUT ANVAYA COVE
Anvaya Cove boasts a striking Beach & Nature Club complete 
with two restaurants, a water sports pavilion, pool complex and a 
massive swath of pristine beach along Anvaya Cove itself. Members 
of the Anvaya Cove Golf & Sports Club enjoy the amenities at both, 
including more than 40 guest cottages.
LOCATION The resort is located on the West Philippine Sea.
By road: Approximately 3 hours from Manila. 
FAST FACTS Around 450,000 cubic meters of earth was moved.
No dynamite was needed during construction / 4 excavators were 
used for earthworks / 8 trucks transported the earth / 2 excavators 
were used for storm water trenching / Clubhouse designer: HGHB 
(Monterey, California).
CONTACT Tel: (632) 908 3908 Email: ask@ayalalandpremier.com
Web: www.ayalalandpremier.com/www.anvayacove.com

who've chosen to make 
Anvaya Cove their primary 
homes. With a golf course of 
this quality now in place, we 
anticipate further interest 
in this sort of investment - 
from what we see as a global 
market."

While the course is 
expected to garner much 
attention in the coming 
years, the talent of 

...THE TALENT 
OF GOLFPLAN 
PARTNER KEVIN 
RAMSEY HAS 
SEEN THE BIRTH 
OF ONE OF THE 
WORLD’S FINEST 
GOLF COURSE 
DESIGNS

Golfplan partner Kevin 
Ramsey has seen the birth 
of one of the world’s finest 
golf course designs. "Too 
often, courses in golf 
communities get the land 
the developers didn't want 
for housing," Ramsey said. 
"I call this the Leftover 
Syndrome, but the reverse 
situation applied here at 
Anvaya Cove. Take the 

par-5 2nd hole, which 
plays along a ridge high 
on the property and gives 
golfers their first view of 
the sea - and the Bataan 
Mountain range across 
Subic Bay. That land, those 
views, would normally be 
set aside for housing. Not 
here, and it's a big reason 
the course came out so 
spectacularly well."

Working closely with 
shaper Rueben Bernal, 
Ramsey carved the course 
through a route of bluffs 
that were 30 metres above 
the surf looking out towards 
Subic Bay, some holes 
played along the beach, 
while most holes weaved 
through tropical jungle and 
ridges that are 100 metres 
above sea level.

The dramatic mix of risk 
versus reward holes is most 
evident on Anvaya Cove’s 
very own “Amen Corner” 
starting from Hole 11 to 13. 
These holes and the rest 
of the inland holes are 
Ramsey’s pride and joy that 
are in-line with his firm’s 
philosophy of “look hard, 
play fair”.

This 470-hectare 
development project at 
Anvaya Cove also features 
the Beach & Nature Club 
that adds to the exclusive 
members only seaside 
residential community 

with stately homes nestled 
amongst the course in a 
tropical setting. 

This is a masterstroke 
by the Philippines’ most 
renowned real estate 
developer that was the 
commercial force behind 
Makati, Manila's premier 
business and lifestyle 
district. The group recently 
launched a pair of luxury 
hotels, the Fairmont Makati 
and The Raffles Makati.

The other plus point is 
the resort’s proximity to 
the Subic Freeport Zone 
and the new airport at the 
former Clark Air Force 
base (Air Asia, Jetstar & 
Cebu Pacific Airlines). This 
certainly opens a gateway to 
international golf real estate 
investors.
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Q&A WITH 
KEVIN RAMSEY, 

ARCHITECT
What were your thoughts 
when you first arrived at 
the Anvaya Cove site? 
When I arrived here in June, 
2006 my first impression 
was awesome!  So much 
potential.  The further 
we got into the site the 
better it got. But when 
you arrive and go to the 
viewing pavilion, just above 
the 8th hole, you can see 
everything for miles. It was 
very inspiring. Of course 
you look to where the 
greatest potential is and 
so we did focus on how 
to handle the area where 
holes 11-13 sit.

Was the terrain one of the 
toughest to route in your 
experience?
Not really but it was a 
challenge to balance 
minimizing the impact 
and creating great golf.  
We have worked on very 
mountainous sites in 
Korea, Japan and requiring 
millions of cubic meters 
of soil.  These projects 
become engineering feats 
and require creativity of a 
different sort. Anvaya was 
so natural it was more about 
making the course appear 
as it had always been there.

What were the biggest 
challenges of this 
project?  

ABOUT KEVIN M. RAMSEY, ASGCA, ASLA
PRINCIPAL/VICE PRESIDENT Kevin’s golf course architecture 
career began in 1988 even before he completed his Landscape 
Architecture degree from the University of California, Davis. He joined 
Golfplan in 1999 as a Senior Golf Course Architect. 

Kevin is a member of the American Society of Golf Course 
Architects (ASGCA); an associate member of the Golf Course 
Superintendents of America (GCSAA), the Northern California Golf 
Association (NCGA), and the United States Golf Association (USGA).

While growing up in Chicago, seven-year-old Kevin learned the 
game from his parents.  He went on to play collegiate golf for the 
University of California at Davis, competing in the NCAA Division 
II National Championships in 1987 and 1988.  He still maintains a 
single digit handicap. Kevin lives in Marin County, California with his 
wife and young daughter.

You always walk a fine line 
when trying to preserve 
as much of the native site 
as possible.  You must 
make sure playability and 
good sound strategy are 
respected.

The 11th, 12th and 13th 
holes are some of 
the most spectacular 
in terms of play and 
stunning views. What 
kind of elements did 
you want the golfer to 
experience over these 
three holes?
Wow, wow and wow! I 
think we pulled this off 
but really we wanted the 
golfer to experience many 
different feelings and 
experiences throughout 
all 18 holes.  This kind of 
varied experience gives 
the golf course a lot of 
personality and adds 
greatly to the memorability 
of the golf holes.

Hole 15 would qualify as 
the toughest hole on the 
course. Were the wall of 
trees on the left before 
the green part of the 
initial design plan?
The trees were always 
there. There are still a few 
that are not considered 
high value that I would 
like to thin out.  What 
changed was the green 

was pushed further 
back adding length to 
the hole.  We found that 
as we massaged the 
course into the site we 
lost a bit of yardage in 
places so we needed to 
look for opportunities to 
add some length. This 
hole was one of those 
opportunities so it 
evolved into this monster 
hole. It truly requires two 
very good, well hit shots 
to set up the approach. A 
true three-shot par 5. 

Anything short of the 
creek will require a 
challenging 3rd shot up 
and over the trees.

Was this your first golf 
course design in Asia? 
No. My career began 
in Japan back in 1989 
during the golf boom 
there. I continued to work 
in Japan and throughout 
Asia through the 90’s 
and then began working 
in Europe and Africa 

as well as Asia in 1999.  
For the past 15 years 
it has been a mix, but 
predominately Asia.

If you had a choice, which 
country would you like to 
design a course in? 
Having roots back to 
Northern Ireland and 
Ireland, and having visited 
and played courses 
over there a number of 
times, I would love the 
opportunity to take on a 

links course there. The 
quirkiness of some of the 
links courses intrigues me.

What’s your handicap? 
Currently a 6 but there was a 
time when I was scratch but 
those days are long gone!  
Having started at the age of 
eight I feel I have had some 
great opportunities to play 
some wonderful courses and 
tournaments over the years.  
Now I enjoy introducing the 
game to my daughter.
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