
Has any golf course ever been subject 
to as much pre-opening anticipation, 

bombast, controversy, hope, praise, and 
bluster as Trump International Golf Links 
(Rating: A+) in Aberdeen, Scotland? Or 
has any golf-course architect—in this 
case Martin Hawtree—been given a more 
daunting assignment? From the moment 
Donald Trump first laid eyes on the site 
in 2005, he proclaimed his intention to 
transform it into the greatest golf course 
in the world. In July, we were on hand for 
the opening of the new prized jewel in 
“The Donald’s” growing portfolio of golf 
courses. While we’ve never been fixated on 
ratings or top course lists, our appetite was 
whetted when longtime GOLF ODYSSEY 
subscriber Bob Gaughran played it during 
the soft opening and said “if Cruden Bay is 
a 9.5 and Royal Aberdeen a 10, then Trump 
Scotland is a 12.” After three rounds on the 

links, we can tell you without hesitation it is 
a must play that belongs on every traveling 
golfer’s bucket list. Speaking at the opening, 
Sandy Jones, the CEO of the European 
PGA, said “there is no doubt in my mind 
it will certainly be in the top three in the 
world, but I don’t know what’s going to 
be number two and number three.” Such 
sentiments should bode well for Trump’s 
cherished goal of bringing an Open 
Championship to Aberdeen. The layout, 
which is as challenging as it is sublime, is 
certainly worthy.

The Aberdeen Coast may have a reputation 
for being one of the windiest places in all of 
the UK, but it also has stunning sand dunes. 
Doubtless it was those dunes that first 
impressed Trump. The Menie Estate upon 
which the links is located is eight miles 
from the center of town. Trump Scotland 
actually shares the same dune system with 
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neighboring Royal Aberdeen Golf Club, but the dunes Martin 
Hawtree worked with are larger, taller, and more majestic and 
spectacular than you will find anywhere in Scotland and possibly 
anywhere in the world. The land and seascape is much more 
reminiscent of Western Ireland than elsewhere in Scotland. Think 
of Ballybunion on steroids and you begin to get a picture of the 
bold and exhilarating drama of the links.

It’s a credit to Martin Hawtree (and his first assistant Caspar 
Grauballe) that the course turned out so well. Trump raised 
some eyebrows when he hired Hawtree, but to those in the know, 
including the R&A, which recommended Hawtree, he was the 
perfect selection. Since 1985, Martin has guided the reins of a 
family golf-course architecture business that dates back 100 years. 
Although he has scores of solo projects across the globe to his 
credit, heretofore his most notable work has been in revising and 
tweaking great courses such as Carnoustie, Lahinch, Muirfield, 
and Troon.

Martin Hawtree told us he approached his assignment knowing 
he was given one of the best sites in the world for links golf. To 
fulfill Trump’s promise of creating the greatest golf course on the 
planet, he was conscious of trying to do too much to achieve that 
goal. He let the site, which has not only oceanfront dunes but 
also interior dunes and even a few interior lakes, speak for itself. 
For the most part, what you see is natural. Corridors through the 
dunes lent themselves to holes that were essentially there already. 
In this way, Trump Scotland bears a closer affinity to the authentic 
links tradition of the historic Open rota courses than popular 
recent manmade and heavily bulldozed gems such as Kingsbarns 
and Castle Stuart. Hawtree’s toughest task was environmental. 

The massive dunes, which soar up to 100 feet and feature steep 
sides, have been designated a “Site of Special Scientific Interest” 
because they are sand-based and mobile. To anchor the dunes and 
assure their stability, Hawtree, in consultation with environmental 
experts, planted copious amounts of marram grass. 

As links go, Trump Scotland is straightforward. There’s no sense 
that the course is contrived or quirky. Rather, every hole is strong 
and fits the site. Blind shots are minimal, and you’ll likely only 
have one if your drive veers off kilter and you wind up buried in 
the surrounding dunes. However, because of all the movement in 
the fairways, players will seldom wind up with a level lie or stance. 
Still, Trump Scotland is tough but eminently fair. Good shots are 
rewarded and poor ones are penalized. 

The course is laid out in two nine-hole loops that return to the 
clubhouse. For many players, this will be a saving grace as they 
will have a chance to buy more golf balls before heading out for the 
second half of their round. Although we’ve previously suggested 
that neighboring Royal Aberdeen boasts the best front nine in 
Scotland, that was prior to the debut of Trump International. Both 
of Hawtree’s nines surpass Royal Aberdeen’s gem-like front side. 
Whereas the first nine of the new links is at least a couple of strokes 
more difficult than the second nine, the latter is the highlight from 
an aesthetic standpoint. Several directional changes (10, 11, 14, 
and 15 play away from the clubhouse, 12 and 13 move diagonally, 
and 16, 17, and 18 come back) enhance the character and variety 
of the second loop, which also stands out strategically because 
players must constantly adjust club selection to the force and 
direction of the wind. 

The land and seascape of  the Aberdeenshire site are more reminiscent of  Western Ireland than Scotland
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Frankly, there are so many inarguably great holes at Trump 
Scotland that it is hard to single out the best ones. Some are 
memorable because of their challenge. The 5th is perhaps the 
toughest driving hole on the course, while the 8th, a long and 
brutish par four, requires two really good shots to get home in 
two. Fourteen is set in a dune system right out of Jurassic Park. 

One of the links’s strengths is its collection of superb short holes. 
The par-three 3rd, a short one-shotter, is one of the tests whose 
passel of tee boxes permits setups of vastly different angles and 
distances. While the 13th rouses with its setting amidst soaring 
dunes, the 6th will best test your competitive mettle. Pegged 
between 128 and 183 yards from the various tee boxes, the 
hole plays across a chasm from one dune to another. With the 
prevailing wind dead against us, we needed a perfectly struck 
fairway metal or hybrid from the 170-yard white tees. Other 
than some bailout room long and left, there is really nowhere 
to miss. The 6th is going to wreck many a scorecard. Anyone 
who has played Pine Valley’s 10th hole is well aware of why the 
bunker short right is known as the Devil’s Asshole. Perhaps the 
bunker short right here is the Devil’s Sphincter?

The quartet of long holes is also strong and memorable. The 
1st provides a glorious start, only to be surpassed by the 4th, 
with Blairton Burn running the full length of the fairway. On 
the back, the 10th features a split fairway and an amphitheater 
green. The 651-yard finisher is a non-stop thrill ride with 
majestic views of the North Sea from the tee boxes, a lake that 
adds an additional aesthetic element, and 18 menacing bunkers. 

Trump Scotland is an intimidating golf course, and the 
penalty for a poorly struck shot is usually a stroke or worse. It’s 
impossible not to think about the soaring dunes and the thick 
marram grass. During the course’s planning stages Donald 
Trump stated he wanted his links to have wide fairways. While 
a couple of holes feature truly wide swathes of groomed turf 
that extend 70 yards across, most fairways are merely generous, 
in the 30 to 40 yard range from side to side. However, because 
of the size of the dunes, many players will be intimidated on the 
tee, as the dunes play tricks with the mind’s eye and deceive you 
into thinking the target is narrower than it really is. 

Because of the height of the dunes and the secluded playing 
corridors, the North Sea is often not visible, but you feel 
and smell its closeness every step of the way. One benefit of 
playing amidst the dunes is that they buffet you from the raw 
Aberdeen winds. The price you’ll pay for this comfort is greater 
uncertainty in club selection. Once the ball gets up in the air, it 
is susceptible to the full force of the wind. Although we clubbed 
down when the wind was in our face, we found ourselves 
continually coming up short.

Bunkers present more swing inhibitions, though with just shy 
of 100 pits, Trump Scotland makes rather restrained use of  
sand compared to many other links. All of Hawtree’s traps, which 
are revetted with turf for a traditional look and to minimize 
wind erosion and sand blow, lurk in strategic places. Although 

they are fairly deep, they are also a little easier to escape from 
than they first appear. Not only do the front faces of the bunkers 
lay at an angle rather than forming a vertical wall, the back sides 
are relatively low and balls tend to funnel toward the middle of 
the sand pits. Skilled players should almost always be able to 
play forward, though how far the ball can be advanced may be 
a more telling question. Novices are well advised to simply play 
backward.

Trump Scotland’s greens are large and moderately undulating. 
While they vary in size, most lend themselves to multiple pin 
placements as one would expect of a modern golf course. When 
we played, the putting surfaces were rolling at only about a six 
on the stimp meter. We suspect they may top out at 10, for if 
they were any quicker than that they would be unplayable in 
heavy winds. 

One of the early fears insiders had for Trump Scotland was 
that it might be too hard for most players. The course ratings 
bespeak a formidable test. From the herculean 7,428-yard tips, 
it boasts a 77.4 par rating and a 149 slope. The Donald, who 
seems to consider difficulty along with sublime aesthetics the 
chief characteristics of a great course, is no doubt happy with 
those foreboding numbers. Thankfully, the game is a bit less 
fearsome from the sets of markers most mortals will elect to 
play. The 6,602-yard blues sport a 73.8 par rating and 140 slope. 
More manageable still are the 6,329-yard (72.3/133) white 
and the 5,845-yard (70.0/130) green markers. Altogether, the 
scorecard lists six different playing distances, but in reality, 
additional tee boxes on several holes permit still more variety 
of distances and angles. For your enjoyment—and to avoid 
getting beaten up—playing from the proper tee box is crucial. 
We elected to use the blue markers on the holes when the wind 
was helping and the whites when the breezes were in our faces. 
We suspect most players will have all they can handle from the 
whites. 

No doubt, the links will mature and evolve. In the early going, 
the course has not been as fast and firm as it surely will become, 
a function of the grow-in period and the wettest Scottish 
summer in modern history. As such, early visitors will find 
a game that is more aerially oriented than a traditional links. 
Over time, expect more run on the ball, faster green speeds, 
and tweaks to the course once actual play can be observed. We 
are most interested to see how approach shots play once the 
course matures. Many of the putting surfaces are in essence 
small plateaus formed by a push-up style construction. It will 
be interesting to see just how receptive they will be to running 
shots.

Trump Scotland is a walking only course, although exceptions 
are made for those who bring along a medical letter. Caddies 
are available for hire at £45 (suggested tip is about £20) and we 
highly recommend them. As is typical in these parts, a caddie 
only carries one bag. Most of the corps have previous caddying 
experience at other Scottish clubs. The caddies we saw, admittedly 
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on busy days, were 
young, local (several 
are Aberdeen 
University students), 
and new to the job. 
However, we found 
them conscientious 
and quite good, and 
expect that they will 
learn the intricacies 
quite rapidly. 

If you don’t want 
to take a caddie, 
you can carry your 
own bag or rent a 
trolley. The walk is 
not as strenuous as 
you might expect 
given the towering 
dunes and elevation 
changes. Trump 
Scotland features 
a labyrinth of wide 
grass corridors 
(manicured and 
irrigated like the rest 
of the course at no inconsiderable expense) leading from the 
greens to tee boxes to the fairways. They’re very cool and unique, 
almost like magic carpets. Since they have been cut right through 
the dunes, they not only make the walking less arduous, but they 
greatly enhance the experience by allowing you to revel in wonder 
and giddy excitement for what lies ahead on upcoming holes.

Tee times are spaced every 15 minutes and the pace of play is 
pegged at 4.5 hours. We were pleasantly surprised when our 
morning round, played when there were no groups slowing us 
down, took a comfortable four hours. 

As advertised, the practice facility is amazing. On his early 
scouting missions to the great historic links of the UK and Ireland, 
Trump said he was dismayed by the woeful lack of decent practice 
facilities. He vowed that his Aberdeen links would set a new 
standard in Scotland, if not the world. Taking advantage of ample 
space, Hawtree’s team built a spectacular double-ended driving 
range, an immense putting green, and a vast short game area that 
allows you to practice just about any shot you may have on the 
golf course. All in all, this is one of the best practice facilities we 
have ever seen.

While construction of Trump Scotland’s grand permanent 
clubhouse is expected to begin in the off-season, the club is 
currently operating out of a temporary clubhouse. Calling it 
temporary seems a misnomer, because the building is quite nice 
and houses the golf shop, small locker rooms, and a restaurant. 
The dining room provides great views overlooking the links. We 

were impressed by the food, especially the lightly breaded fish ‘n 
chips, chicken wings, and sweet potato fries. Perhaps in an ode to 
its American ownership, you can even get a kosher hot dog. 

In the near future, possibly before the end of this season, Trump 
Scotland will offer limited onsite lodging. Work is well underway 
for luxurious accommodations in two buildings. The Lodge, 
a short cart ride away, will have nine guestrooms. We had a 
chance to see the finished chambers. They are beautiful with a 
classic Scottish feel and all the accoutrements one typically finds 
at a Trump-branded luxury hotel. Trump is also performing a 
thorough renovation of an old castle, which he named McLeod 
House in honor of his mother. The Trump organization told us 
the castle will feature 10 rooms. 

Trump Scotland has already been a shot in the arm to the 
Aberdeen region. Although Aberdeen boasts more than its share 
of links treasures, its remote location has made it one of the least 
visited golf regions in Scotland. The Aberdeen Airport is but 30 
minutes away and service is plentiful to most European and UK 
gateway cities. Overseas visitors can also fly into Edinburgh and 
make the nearly three-hour drive.

Trump International Golf Links, Scotland 
Menie Estate, Balmedie, Aberdeenshire AB23 8YE 
Tel:  011-44-1358-743-300 
Web:  trumpgolfscotland.com 
Green fee: weekday £150; weekend £200. 
Aerification: none scheduled this season.

Every hole of  Trump Scotland presents unique and dramatic challenges

BRIAN MORGAN


