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PATRIOT GAMES



Golf Balls and Musket Balls Fly Across History in Colonial Williamsburg

By Lois Friedland


English infantry shooting cannonballs from what is now the Gold Course’s 18th green could have obliterated Raleigh Tavern, where Thomas Jefferson, Patrick Henry and other patriots argued over political issues while drinking tankards of ale in 1774. Welcome to Colonial Williamsburg, the restored 18th century capitol of Colonial Virginia. Step out the Williamsburg Inn’s front door and you’re time-warped back to the eve of the American Revolution. Walk out the back door and you overlook the opening holes of the Gold and the Spotswood courses. Challenging golf on three courses and stepping backward in time go hand-in-hand at this living-history museum.


Marching down the dimly lit Duke of Gloucester Street in the gloaming, unconsciously in sync with the tempo of fifes and drums, you can easily picture patriots feverish with pre-revolutionary stirrings. But the next day, easing a golf-sore body onto a hard Courthouse bench, you can only laugh as a period-garbed guide explains that you’re sitting where Colonials came to watch “the best show in town”—their friends on trial. Colonial Williamsburg does have some Disneyesque aspects, especially on the busy days when throngs of tourists visit the shops and ride in horse-drawn carriages trotting around Market Square.  But after watching a printer set type for a liberty flyer, a wig maker weave single strands of hair into a web on a wooden head and eyeing muskets in the magazine, even skeptical adults admit Williamsburg is much more.  Listening to the guides in the public buildings and watching skilled coopers, jewelry makers, bakers and other trades persons filling the 88 original buildings and hundreds of other reconstructed homes, shops and public buildings, you get a better understanding about the founding of our nation.


The history of golf here stems at least from the pre-Revolutionary era. Informal records suggest the last British colonial governor, the Earl of Dunmore, used his clubs on the grounds of the Governors Palace until fleeing from angry patriots in 1775, six weeks after he ordered the Colony’s powder removed from the magazine. Golf, as we know it today, arrived in the mid-1940s when a nine-hole course opened to entertain guests of the Williamsburg Inn. The Golden Horseshoe Golf Club’s 18-hole Gold Course, designed by Robert Trent Jones Sr. and opened in 1963, is laid out on the site of an 18th-century plantation. The following year, the reconfigured nine-hole course was turned into the executive-length Spotswood Course. In 1991, Rees Jones created his self-described “shot-makers course”—the Green Course. His orders were to create a resort-friendly course challenging enough to host major golf championships, according to Glenn Byrnes, the club’s Director of Golf. He succeeded with four to six sets of tees stretching the course to 7,120 yards from the championship tees but only 5,348 from the forward tees. In 1998, Rees Jones gentled his father’s Gold Course to make it more playable for medium- and high-handicappers. Since then, both courses have been the venues for various championships, ranging from the USGA Senior Women’s Amateur Championship in 1998, to the U.S. Kids GolfWorld championship in 2002, 2003 and 2004. 


All three courses sprawl across rock-and-rolling terrain peppered with leafy trees and nary a mansion in sight. So if you hook or slice, you’ll bonk your ball off a pine, a dogwood or another of the thousands of trees in that hardwood forest that lines the fairways. (During Hurricane Isabel in 2003, about 1,800 trees were uprooted, but because the forests are so dense, only players familiar with the courses would notice.) Miss the trees, though, and you still need to avoid the rolling ravines bisecting and lining many of the holes. 


The Gold and Green courses are adjacent and share similar topography, but the designs are different. One of the big differences is the way the designers incorporated the ravines into play. On the Gold Course, Jones Sr. laid out fairways that traverse the ravines, whereas Rees designed his course to meander along the top of the chasms. For example, on the Gold Course’s par-five sixth players hit from an elevated tee across a ravine to an elevated fairway, then across another ravine to reach the bit of fairway that’s left before the green. The Green Course’s par-five eight is a double dogleg to the right, and a tee shot must carry a ravine. From that point on, the fairway flows along the ridge of the ravine, which curves to the right. (Hit to the left and the ball may go into the ravine; hit too far right and there’s another ravine.)  


Spotswood, set on 30 curvaceous acres, is coiled as tightly as a rattlesnake ready to strike. Although touted as a warmup course, the challenges keep coming on the six par threes, the two par fours and the par five. The par three eight is particularly venomous. Here you hit off an elevated tee across a pond to an elevated green. Anything short of the green’s fringe rolls back down the hill into the pond. The green’s back is guarded by a steep bank with a bunker in the right-hand corner. 


These courses entertain all skill levels: they’re designed so players hitting off forward tees have interesting challenges, too. On the Gold’s par three seventh hole, it’s a 206-yard shot from the back tees and just a 92 yard shot from the forward tees; however both tee shots must cross a lake even though they come from different angles. The championship tee is slightly elevated to match the height of the green, whereas shots from the forward tee, set on a lower peninsula of land, must go up to the green. On the Green’s par-three 11th, for example, the forward tees are on an elevated tee across the lake to a green that sits just above water level and is surrounded by sand bunkers. From the back tees, club selection is critical, and savvy golfers aim toward the center of the green, regardless of the hole’s location.


Colonial Williamsburg has five hotels, and tickets to visit the living history museum are included in the price. The Williamsburg Inn has large rooms filled with antiques or antique reproductions. The Williamsburg Lodge next door is open but currently undergoing a massive expansion, scheduled for completion in 2006. (A stand-alone luxury spa and health-evaluation center will open this fall.) You can also stay in a Colonial house furnished with period reproductions and antiques. The Woodlands Hotel & Suites is adjacent to the Visitor Center, while the moderately priced Governor’s Inn is a few blocks away. The surrounding town of Williamsburg has budget motels, chain hotels and a few luxury properties including Kingsmill Resort & Spa, home of three golf courses—the River, Plantation and Woods. 


The River Course, a Pete Dye layout featuring a penultimate hole perched on the edge of the James River, hosted a PGA Tour event for 22 years and is currently home to the LPGA Tour’s Michelob ULTRA Open. Arnold Palmer’s Plantation Course and the Curtis Strange/Tom Clark-designed Woods Course rival their punitive sibling’s beauty but are far more forgiving. Other area courses include the Ford’s Colony, Williamsburg National Golf Club and Tradition Golf’s beautiful Kiskiac, Stonehouse and Royal New Kent layouts. Of these three, get to Royal New Kent, which is on the road to Richmond but feels more like Ireland. Golf Digest thinks so, giving it four and one-half stars and ranking it the third-best course in the state.



Fall is a good time to visit Williamsburg because the hardwood forests are ablaze with color, the air is cooler and there fewer visitors. Whatever time of year you play here (the courses are open year-round), however, don’t be surprised if a lively debate between a patriot and a loyalist flairs up in a tavern, Martha Washington stops you to chat about George’s busy schedule, or you overhear freed slaves talking about a runaway. It’s street theater at its most entertaining. 

