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Making hickories
A few minutes in conversation with Ewan 
Glen is all it takes to transport you back to 
the cobblestone streets of 19th century St 
Andrews. Today, the co-owner of the St 
Andrews Golf Co – the oldest club-making 
organisation in existence at the Home of 
Golf – has me envisioning the workshop on 
Argyle Street where renowned craftsman 
Hugh Philp would have been meticulously 
working and reworking designs that would 
shape the future of club making for 80 years. 

“Philp’s Long Nose putters were widely 
considered the Stradivarius violins of golf,” 
says Glen. “He was not only the first to 
transform crude clubs into works of art with 
visually pleasing lines and smooth contours; 
he also improved function by evenly 
distributing weight for the right balance.” 

I’m sitting at my desk rotating an exact 
replica of a Philp’s Baffing Spoon. The 
templates employed for long-nosed clubs 
such as this aren’t simply estimated redesigns 
but the precise forms of the 19th century 
originals. Take a moment to digest that: A 
customer who orders a Philp Baffing Spoon 
is getting a club precisely as a golfer such as 
Old Tom Morris would have in his bag upon 
walking out of the shop in the 1800s. 

Holding it in your hands, the idea that 
these are called “replicas” feels derogatory. 
Sure, they’re not original 18th century mint 
prototypes or “as played by” antiques up for 
auction for £250,000. But they’re also not 
cut from the same cloth as your run-of-the-
mill £30 replica iron. These aren’t merely 
clubs “like” the ones produced centuries 
prior – they are those clubs. 

Modern clubs require lots of heat, steel, 
precision shaping equipment, and a staff that 
knows what they’re doing. It’s an expensive 
game before even reaching the first tee. 
Making historically-accurate period clubs 
that mirror the processes and even use the 
same tools actually employed centuries ago 

in St Andrews requires its own special kind 
of capital – starting with a patient, detail-
minded craftsman. This is how he does it:
Step 1. Each wood clubhead shape is 
derived from a reinforced steel master 
template that will serve as the carving guide 
in a heavy-duty lathe. Master templates are 
easy to come by, but creating legitimate 
replicas requires connections. The St  
Andrews Golf Co crafted its Philp’s Baffing 
Spoon master only after being granted access 
to an original and rare Philp’s club that was 
part of a private collection.
Step 2 Cut wood blocks from planks using a 
band saw. Wood typically used in heads over 
the centuries included persimmon, beech and 
maple. Blocks sh ould be cut with particular 
attention to the direction of the grain. Proper 
grain direction leads to a stronger club.
Step 3 Insert the metal template and up to 
four blocks into a heavy-duty lathe. Though 
crude by today’s standards, shaping four 

heads at a time was once considered a “mass 
production” alternative to far slower hand-
worked processes. Still there’s manual work 
involved. The old mechanical lathe doesn’t 
spit out perfect shapes, so some elbow grease 
is required to sand down the rough edges. 
Step 4 Put on some weight. Wood on its own 
does not make for a competitive club. For 
added distance and balance, clubheads need 
some added heft. Just like the old days, the 
artisans of the St. Andrews Golf Co drill a hole 
in the sole and fill it with molten lead (right), 
which is still liquidised in a small, open kiln. 
Step 5 Cut the sole plate to the shape of the 
clubhead from a brass plate sheet having a 
thickness of 2mm. Sole plates add a 
protective layer to the sole. 
Step 6 Sand the joint between head and shaft 
which in modern clubs is known as the hosel 
(left). This area requires a good deal of skill 
and precision, since the shaft and club head 
require not only proper balance, but also 
“visual flow.” Early club makers achieved this 
using a variety of materials for sanding such as 
a wood rasp, sand paper, and even shark skin. 
Step 7 Sand the clubhead to achieve the 
pleasing contours and graceful lines.
Step 8 The hickory shaft needs to be sealed 
against the “ingress” of water in order to 
prevent bowing and other undesirable 
effects. Linseed oil does the job. Several coats 
of varnish add value, too. 
Step 9 “Whipping twine” made from flax 
and bitumen – now a very difficult product to 
find – is added to strengthen the hosel (left).
Step 10 Shaft priming. The grip needs a 
solid connection. Hickory shafts are usually 
primed with bitumen, which solidifies after a 
couple of hours’ exposure to air, anchoring 
the grip material in place.
Step 11 Starting at the butt end of the club, 
the grip, usually made from leather, suede, or 
carpet webbing, is wrapped tightly onto the 
shaft until it is the correct length. 

‘A hole in the sole is 
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Beautiful, wooden clubs are still being crafted in the town where it all began. 


