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Georgia

I
knocked on the heavy wooden door 
and a split second later it creaked open, 
a wrinkly, uniformed butler named 
Robert ushering me in with a warm 

Southern welcome. He led me to a grand, 
richly-furnished world of  armchairs and 
high, heavily-beamed ceilings, giant TV 
screens, a snooker table and a lounge bar, 
from where a low murmur of  conversation 
emanated from its dozen or so occupants, 
some of  whom were dining off  Þ ne china.

I could have been in an exclusive gentle-
manÕs club. Except that this was merely the 
locker room at The Lodge at Sea Island, a 
10,000-square-foot extravagance inside a 
lavish addition to one of  AmericaÕs greatest 
golf  resorts. �
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All three use the lakes, marshes and wood-
lands dripping with moss to create a natural 
feel in harmony with the surroundings. Pre-
mier course Pine Lakes underwent major 
renovation in 2002, including the addition of 
family tee boxes so children can play alongside 
their parents.

History is also much in evidence at St Si-
mons Island’s King and Prince Beach & Golf 
Resort, which originally opened in 1935 as a 
dance club. The beachfront resort owns the 
nearby Hampton Club course, on the site of a 
former 18th Century cotton and rice planta-
tion. The course is one of the area’s most 
beautiful, architect Joe Lee using a string of 
tiny islets to create a signature cluster of four 
stunning holes amid the golden marsh grasses 
accessed by elevated golf cart bridges.
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of the Plantation Nine, � rst laid out in 1927, 
and the Retreat Nine. Remodelled in 1998 by 
Rees Jones, it has a parkland layout through 
ancient live oaks, lakes and � ower beds.

The Retreat Course is the work of home-
town hero Love and is the longest of the trio at 
over 7,100 yards, yet is still eminently playable 
by the casual golfer.

Jekyll Island can claim an even more illustri-
ous past. It was bought as a 
hunting retreat for $125,000 
in 1886 by some of America’s 
wealthiest men, among them 
JP Morgan, Joseph Pulitzer, 
William Rockefeller and Cor-
nelius Vanderbilt. They had a 
60-room clubhouse built the 
following year and added wa-
terfront “cottages” the size of 
mansions, taking their yachts 
down from New York to stay 
for a couple of months each 
winter. The clubhouse is now 
the Jekyll Island Club Hotel 
and the area around it, includ-
ing the cottages, a National 

Historic Landmark dubbed “Millionaires’ 
Village”.

Jekyll’s � rst golf course was built in 1898, 
another two added in 1909. In 1926, leading 
course designer “Old Man” Walter Travis was 
commissioned by Rockefeller and his rich Je-
kyll Island Club buddies to create the best 
course money could buy. 

The resulting nine-hole course, Great 
Dunes, is still there today and has been restored 
back to its original condition. Another three 
18-hole courses have since been added, making 
Jekyll Island the largest public golf facility in 
Georgia with 63 holes.

The � rst of the other three courses, the Dick 
Wilson-designed Oleander, was added in 
1964. It was followed by Wilson’s Pine Lakes 
in 1968 and Joe Lee’s Indian Mound in 1975.

The Lodge is less than � ve years old but its 
private club ambience suggests it has been there 
forever, a notion helped by the fact that Robert 
and many colleagues have worked at Sea Island 
for 40 years or more. The rest of the clubhouse 
echoes the theme, with dark oak panelling and 
exposed timbers, stone � oors and a trophy 
room full of reminders of the great golfers 
who have graced this elite resort in the 70 years 
since it opened.

A barrier island off Georgia’s coast, half-way 
between Florida and Southern belle Savannah, 
Sea Island and its neighbours, St Simons Is-
land, Little St Simons Island and Jekyll Island, 
are known collectively as The Golden Isles.

The name is said to refer to the coastal marsh 
grasses which shimmer and glint in the wind, 
although some say it was for the Spanish ex-
plorers who came in search of gold. It could 
equally well be a reference to the rich legacy of 
those who helped develop the islands as havens 
of leisure and golf.

Sea Island is famous for its Spanish-� a-
voured Cloister hotel, by celebrated architect 
Addison Mizner. For three days in mid-June 
2004, this normally-tranquil island resort was 
the focal point of global attention when the 
world’s most powerful and in� uential politi-
cians gathered for the annual 
G8 summit. George W was 
following in his presidential fa-
ther’s footsteps, as Bush senior 
honeymooned at the Cloister 
with wife Barbara in 1945, re-
turning in 1991 shortly after 
the � rst Gulf War.

The Lodge provides a luxu-
rious home from home right 
on the doorstep of Sea Island’s 
three 18-hole courses, with 40 
rooms and suites costing up to 
$1,000 a night immediately 
above the clubhouse. Outside 
each evening, a lone piper la-
ments the passing of another 
day. 

White-uniformed caddies and high service 
levels are an enduring tradition at Sea Island 
Golf Club. Once four separate nines, they have 
been transformed into three top 18-hole 
courses.

The par-70 Seaside Course began life in the 
1920s as two separate nines, one of them the 
Seaside Nine described by the immortal Bobby 
Jones as “one of the best nine holes I’ve ever 
seen.” The revised Tom Fazio layout is a mas-
terpiece of manicured fairways and greens on a 
canvas of sand dunes, natural grasses, oaks and 
cedars framed by the salt marshes of St Simons 
Sound. Davis Love III says Fazio turned “18 
holes that didn’t match into 18 matchless 
holes.”

The Plantation Course evolved from a blend 
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Sea Palms golf resort, also on St Simons Is-
land, offers 27 holes plus tennis, while 
mainland town Brunswick has three 18-hole 
layouts.

Savannah has an even longer tradition of 
golf. The Savannah Golf Club is one of the 
oldest in America, going back to the 1790s 
when a course was constructed on a Revolu-
tionary War battleÞ eld site. Donald Ross 
redesigned the existing course, which originally 
opened in 1900 with nine holes, in 1917.

The historic city has a number of courses, 
including the Southbridge GC by Rees Jones, 
set among graceful Georgia pine and oak trees.

The Club at Savannah Harbor, part of a re-
sort including a 400-room hotel and spa, has 
an 18-hole course by Robert Cupp and leg-
endary ÒSlamminÕ SamÓ Snead. The course 
hosts an annual event on the PGA TourÕs 
Champions Tour and offers great views of 
historic downtown Savannah as it winds 
through the tidal wetlands between the Savan-
nah and Black rivers.   

Postscript: While washing my hands in The 
LodgeÕs locker room, a silver-haired giant of a 
man emerged from a shower with a towel 
round his waist and stood alongside me. In a 
Sandhurst accent he asked if I was Òone of 
those medical chappiesÓ, referring to golfers 
there from a doctors convention. When I ex-
plained, he replied: ÒWell, I hope you donÕt 
write about it too glowingly. We canÕt have too 
many people knowing about it.Ó 

I could understand him wanting to keep this 
magniÞ cent part of Georgia to himself.
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