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Hours before the Great Hurricane of 1938 struck the Connecticut coast, actress Katharine Hepburn was out playing golf near her family home in the summer colony of Fenwick in Old Saybrook on Long Island Sound.  It was September 21, and the young, red-haired star, a top swimmer and golfer, would play one of the best rounds of her life.


Hepburn shot even par 31 on the nine-hole course, hitting a hole in one on the sixth, known as the Bunker.  Later that day, the wind started whipping, and menacing clouds massed in the sky.  Then the hurricane they called “the Long Island Express” roared ashore, flattening houses, including the Hepburn family residence.  The house was later rebuilt, this time in brick, and the beloved actress everyone called “Kate” would play may more rounds of golf on the beautiful links overlooking the blue of Long Island Sound.


The borough of Fenwick still remains a rather exclusive sort of place, but you don’t need big bucks to hit a birdie on the golf course.


While the Fenwick Golf Course is open to borough residents, it has been public since 1942.  That means you, too, can attempt to ace the Bunker, a long, low mound over an old stone wall, a remnant of when the place was a farm.


More than 100 years old, Fenwick is the oldest public golf course in Connecticut.  Rather small by contemporary standards, you can tee off after work, say 6 p.m., and still finish before sundown.


Fenwick is a links style course.  This kind originated in Scotland, and is one of the oldest types of course, connecting water to arable land.  As is more common with links courses, the holes have had names since 1982.  The course is open year round to the hardy, as long as there is no snow on the ground.  Golfers must contend with prevailing southwesterly winds coming off the water, adding difficulty, but links courses are flatter and therefore more easily walked.


Even though many walk the course, there are 160 registered golf carts in the borough, and they seem to be the most popular form of transportation.  Houghton Bulkeley created a minor scandal in 1962 when he used a bright red Cushman golf card on account of his bad hip.  Tensions eased when another Fenwickian, Clayton Gengras, bought one.


Peter Bulkeley, author of “The Morgan Cup:  A Century of Golf at Fenwick,” is the son of Houghton and the grandson of Morgan Gardner Bulkeley, one of Fenwick’s founding fathers.  Morgan Gardner Bulkeley, who was President of Aetna Life Insurance, Mayor of Hartford, Governor of Connecticut, and a U.S. Senator, was also no slouch at golf.

Peter Bulkeley has summered in Fenwick for 78 years now, continuing the family tradition wile working for Aetna Life and Casualty in Hartford.  He is a seven handicap.

Fenwick’s first hole, a long par four, is known as Church,” after the chapel which is in play.  Called St. May’s by the sea, it is where Peter Bulkeley was christened.


The chapel was founded in 1880 by the Goodwins as non-denominational because of a schism between the Protestant Episcopalian Goodwins and the Bulkeley-Brainard Congregationalists, according to Bulkeley.


Golfing was at first banned on Sundays in Fenwick, but nowadays it’s possible to have the sermon interrupted by the ping of an errant ball, even though the locust trees have been planted to dissuade golfers from playing the right side of the fairway.


“It’s usually right in the middle of the minister’s sermon,” says Bulkeley.  “And he’ll say something like, ‘There’s another message from God.’”


At 200 yards, the second hole is a long par three.  Called Brainard, after another of the original Fenwickian families, it offers a spectacular view of the former Hepburn house, an imposing mansion flanked by a pond..  In the distance is the outer lighthouse.


Bulkeley used to caddy occasionally for Hepburn, though she mainly carried her own clubs.  He says she would reluctantly pay him 25 cents for his labors.  In his book, Bulkeley includes a booklet of Fenwick caddy rules, which include qualities of a good caddy:  efficiency in service, politeness in manner, and neatness in appearance.


The third hole gives you views of both the inner and outer lighthouses.  Steep bunkers add intrigue.  “The green itself, and the configuration, make it difficult,” says Bulkeley.  “It’s a sheer drop-off.  If you go to the right or the left, it’s an extraordinarily difficult pitch shot to the green.”


The vistas at the fourth hole, called the Cove, are themselves a hazard.  “The views are so unique they are distracting,” says Bulkeley.  “Golfers look at the views and forget why they are there.”


Bulkeley demonstrates the fourth hole from the back tee.  He takes a couple of warm-up thwacks at the grass before addressing the ball.  The tee shot is intimidating:  it’s 185 yards to the fairway, and he must launch the ball over a piece of the South Cove of the Connecticut River.  He nails it with his driver, getting the ball to bounce on the roadway across the water to achieve another 75 yards of roll.

If a ball goes into the road at Fenwick, it is still considered in play.  Road signs instruct drivers to wait until golfers take a swing to pass.

The fifth hole is called Hotel after Fenwick Hall, which mysteriously burned down in 1917.  In her autobiography, Hepburn writes that the fire, “handily removed the two drinking bars which brought a poor clientele to the community.  As Fenwick was largely owned by the Aetna Life Insurance Company, this fire was accepted as a very sensible happening.”


In the old days, golfers at Fenwick were roughing it.  Wild blackberry bushes were allowed to grow rampant, a natural hazard for players.  Another Bulkeley, Ruth, recruited children to pull ragweed from the course, compensating a penny for a pound of the weed.


“You know how they mowed grass in those days?” asks Bulkeley.  “They had goats.”

In addition to mowers, fertilizer is now used, and the greens and tees are watered, as are the approaches to the greens up to about 70 yards.  The fairways are not, as is traditional for links courses, but the grasses there withstand drought well.


Just as the course has evolved, so has the dress and equipment.  Men always wore slacks.  Sometimes they even wore ties while golfing.  It was a gentleman’s game.  For “weapons,” they used wooden-shafted clubs.  Bulkeley recalls using a “brassie” – a wooden club with a brass-plated sole – as a driver off the tee while the other wooden fairway club was a “spoon.”  Along with these essentials were iron-forged clubs with quaint names like “mashie” and “niblick.”

As the equipment has improved, players have been able to drive balls farther, and the older nine-hole courses now seem short.  Still, the course tests your game.  The chocolate-drop mounds protect the third and fifth holes, making flat lies a fantasy.  Steep bunkers yawn.  Tall and wispy fescue grass makes it difficult to get one out of the rough.  A clump of trees on this formerly almost treeless course can catch wayward balls at the final long hole, Westward Ho.  The slope rating from the blue tees is 127, and the national average is 113.  “This is a serious golf course, technically,” says Bulkeley.

Challenges aside, it is the great natural beauty of the place that makes golfers keen on the course.  That, and its peacefulness, tucked away in a place made for vacation, where golf is the focal point, and where a hush, as of a particularly dramatic game of golf, pervades the air.


Bulkeley has played on the course practically his whole life.  He knows every blade of grass, but he never grows tired of it.  “Some courses, because of the beauty of their location, the technical qualities of the course, the ambience, they are just fun to play day in and day out,” he says.


Old Saybrook resident Carol McMahon waited seven years to get off the wait list and hold a season ticket to the Fenwick Golf Course (Bulkeley promises the wait list is now short).  She converted from tennis to golf to see her husband more often.  “It’s this little hidden gem,” she says about Fenwick Golf Course.  “There’s not even a sign.”
(Check the Fenwick link on Goat-Track.com for our review of this historic course; check Goat-Track.com for other reprinted golf articles, course reviews, and misc. golf info.)

