James Braid
1870 -1950
Without a doubt James (Jamie) Braid was the most famous golfing son
of Earlsferry and much has been written of his exploits elsewhere.
Bernard Darwin wrote an excellent biography of Jamie and to that
source readers should go for information. This entry will be restricted
to his activities in and around Elie and Earlsferry.
He was born in Liberty Place,
according to the birth
certificate. It has always been
assumed that Liberty Place was in Liberty the small
settlement just to the east of Earlsferry which became
conjoined with Williamsburgh and Elie in the 1860s.
However, looking at the census of 1871 the cottages at
Grange Farm are designed as being in “Liberty Place”.
Thus, whilst Jamie may have been born officially in Liberty
Place it seems highly likely that this was at his
parents’/grandparents’ home at the cottage for the
ploughman of Grangehill Farm.
This also raises the intriguing notion that Jamie was not born in
Earlsferry at all since the cottages at Grangehill Farm would
have been in Kilconquhar parish officially at that time (see
footnote). They eventually moved into Linmara in Earlsferry
High Street prior to 1891. Jamie is shown in that census as
being a joiner and living in that house. His father by that time
was now a forester rather than a ploughman. An interesting
side light to this is that when he married Jamie’s mother in
1866, he was described as a widower. He had married Marjory
Bonthrone in 1850 or so but she died in July 1865 in childbirth.
The child survived for nine weeks. It was their second child.
During his childhood and adolescence, like so many of the
youngsters of Earlsferry, he honed his golfing skills on the
golfing tract at Earlsferry and became a proficient and
productive member of Earlsferry Thistle Golf Club. His did not
however take an apprenticeship with any of the golf club
makers in Earlsferry at that time so to some extent he was
unusual in that he did not consider that golf club making and
golf itself was likely to be his future career. Initially he worked
as a joiner in St. Andrews then moved to Edinburgh. The
Earlsferry Thistle Golf club website contains much of this local information.
James Braid turned professional in the autumn of 1893, thanks to a chance encounter on Princes
Street, Edinburgh with his longtime friend Charles Smith. As winter approached Braid left his
employment in Edinburgh and headed south with Smith. Braid began work as a golf club maker for
Army and Navy Stores in London. At the time his job was viewed as little more than a superior
caddie. Neither his father, who never played the game, nor mother approved. James, however,
quickly became proficient as a club maker and worked at the Stores from 1893 to 1895.
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James played his first professional golf match at a 9-hole course at Limpsfield, where his cousin
and former Thistle club mate, Douglas Rolland, was the professional. Braid first came to wider
public attention in December 1895 when halving a 36-hole match with JH Taylor (who had already
won two of his five Open Championships by then), at West Drayton. Both played a brilliant game.
In Taylor’s speech after the match, he stated that he honestly believed he had never played a
better game in his life than he had against Braid. He also acknowledged that the form shown by
his opponent that day had been a revelation.
In 1896 Braid was appointed head professional at Romford Golf Club in Essex, where he stayed for
eight years. He is credited with having designed/re-designed the course, one of his first forays into
Golf Course Architecture. Such is the quality of the course, Romford has hosted the regional
qualifying rounds of the Open Championship on six occasions. James's first professional victory in
strokeplay came in an open tournament at his home club in Romford in October of 1896. He was
victorious against a strong field, including eventual six times Open Champion Harry Vardon, Jack
White, J H Taylor, Ben Sayers, and Sandy Herd. Braid was noted for the length and carry of his tee
shots. Playing his cleek in the wind was also as strength of his. Putting perhaps less so.
Braid spent time as a schoolboy caddying. His first annual caddie competition was at the age of
eight. He played three times over the smaller three-hole course, winning the junior class by 20
strokes. Jamie Anderson, in his career a three times Open Champion, took notice of Braid from
the age of nine. This was when Braid first saw Anderson compete in a professional versus
amateurs’ match at Elie. When the match was over Anderson asked James to play a shot or two
and then told him to play as much golf as possible and practice hard and he would one day be
Open Champion. In 1885 he attained what stood for a long time a record score of 40 over
Earlsferry’s 11-hole course. He became a scratch player at the age of 16. In 1888 he is identified as
John Bauchope’s Golfing Annual of 1888-89 as having won the Thistle Club’s Burgh Medal, a
scratch competition, also won by Archie Simpson and Douglas Rolland.
Braid began his working life as a joiner in St Andrews, something of which he maintained an
interest in throughout his career. James then made a move in 1891 To Edinburgh, where he
enjoyed plenty of golf on the Braid Hills course as a member of the Edinburgh Thistle Golf Club. At
this time his handicap was Plus 2 or Plus 3. He played for the club in the Dispatch and Glasgow
Evening Times trophy, the latter of which was competed for in St Andrews. Whilst at the
Edinburgh Thistle Club he won the Braid Hills Tournament, defeating a field of 140 players from all
the Edinburgh Clubs with a course record. In recognition of their shared history of James Braid,
Earlsferry Thistle and Edinburgh Thistle Golf Clubs have played team matches against each other
since 2010 for the Thistle Quaich Cup.
James named the house he lived in at Walton Heath ‘Earlsferry’ in recognition of where he grew
up. James’s son Harry Muirfield Braid OBE was captain of Walton Heath in 1933-35 and a fine
amateur golfer. He became a member of Elie Golf House Club and was a winner of the Elie Links
Championship in 1952.
His victories in the Open Golf Championship 1901, 1905, 1906, 1908 and 1910 are well
documented elsewhere. It is his personal life that interests us more.
He went on to design and supervise many golf courses in their construction and layout. He rarely
visited his home patch in Fife - he did not enjoy travelling. But in 1926 he did visit Elie Golf course.
His mother had died in October 1925 - and we suspect that it was his mother's death that
prompted his visit.
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Dundee Courier November 1926

His time up north was not wasted, however, since he visited at least another six courses including
Brechin and Carnoustie with a view to making design improvements. He was much in demand.
It is well known that initially he made golf clubs in the Army and Navy store in London, having met
by chance Ralph Smith (q.v.) in Princes Street, Edinburgh he then went to Romford as professional,
green keeper, designer, and jack of all trades before finishing up in Walton Heath in Surrey where
he remained for the rest of his life.
On the personal side he married Minnie Alice Wright at Upminster 1st November 1898. They had
two children James Jnr who was born in 1899 and Harry Muirfield born in 1901 (there are no
prizes for reckoning the source of his middle name - it commemorates his first Open win).
The elder son became a director of a whisky company and died in Troon in 1965. His wife, Violet
Helena Braid, lived to the ripe old age of 97, dying Kilmarnock in 1998.
His younger son Harry was born in 1901 and had a distinguished career ending up as Chairman of
Johnnie Walker Whisky company for which he received an OBE in 1967. He had no children. He
was captain of Walton Heath 1953-1955 after his father’s death. He inherited his father’s prowess
on the golf course and won the Elie Links Championship in 1952 as well as being a member of the
Golf House Club. His father would no doubt have been proud of his achievement, and it must
have been an emotional time for Harry in 1952 to visit his father’s old stamping ground and win
the Championship.
Jamie will never be forgotten in Elie – there is a memorial to him on the wall of Earlsferry Town
Hall and his residence in Linmara is celebrated with a plaque.
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As a footnote to his career there was a news article in the Daily Telegraph (London edition) in 1916
in these terms:

It was followed very quickly by this report from the Yorkshire Evening Post and other newspapers
of the time:

No doubt there was some quiet merriment at this error.
One final aspect of the great man himself is tangential. His mother died in 1925, reputedly the
oldest inhabitant of Earlsferry. In the newspapers of the time her life was celebrated by some
reminiscences of times in Earlsferry in 19th Century which is a rich resource of the life during these
times.
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Footnote: James Braid - where was he actually born?
When I was doing my research into Jamie Braid, I started with his birth certificate:
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Couple of things to note from this:
1 (see above) His father and mother were married at the farm of Grange on 14th September 1866.
2 (see above) The place of his birth is stated to be Liberty Place, and from this it has always been
assumed that he was born in Liberty. It seemed to me strange since at that time most births were
home deliveries unless there was a hospital nearby - not in this case. So, I surmised that his
mother may have gone to her family for the birth and that suggested that her family (Harris) were
living in Liberty at that time. I thought that would make sense. I started to search the census and
valuation rolls of that time for the Harris connection.
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I found the entry for James Braid senior of 1871 at Falkland:

This entry makes sense because James Senior was previously married to Marjory Bonthrone and
she died in childbirth in 1865 having already had a daughter.

So, we certainly have the right James Braid and this daughter married in 1883.
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Thus, they were in Falkland in 1871 and we also know that James senior was born in Cameron in
1837. The entry in 1871 at Falkland is therefore our Braid family. Just to muddy the waters a bit
there is a James Braid in the 1871 census in Kilconquhar:

But his cannot be the right Braid since the age is wrong and the places of birth of him and his wife
are wrong. His wife was born in Kilconquhar.
The next census after 1871 was 1881 which shows this entry. This is certainly our James Braid
because his father-in-law Alexander Harris is living with them and herein, I think lies the key:
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Go back to the census of 1861 and this shows Alexander Harris as living in the cottar house at
Grangehill Farm along with his daughter and two grandchildren – more about them in due course.

Note the heading is parish of Kilconquhar (no mention of Earlsferry) and the location - house,
street, etc. is Liberty Place and the houses there are apparently, Grange House, Cottar House,
Grangehill Farm and Cottar House - certainly not located in the village of Liberty. So, between
1861 and 1871 James senior is married at the Grange Farm, his wife gives birth to James in 1870
and they move to Falkland.
Putting all this together here is my theory: When James and Mary married in 1865, they were
living with the Harris family in the Cottar House that Alexander Harris lived in as ploughman to the
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Grange Farm. This may well have been a tied house relative to his employment as ploughman. It
makes sense therefore that Mary gave birth to James Braid at Liberty Place i.e., one of the cottar
houses in the roll. One other adminicle of evidence is the obituary of James Braid’s mother Mary
Harris in October 1925. Assuming that this article is properly researched the following stand out:
Firstly it seems that at that time 1860s-1900s a ploughman very often only stayed a short period of
time in each farm (with crop rotation there might be some years in which that farm did not need a
ploughman) and thus Mary Braid (Harris) having been born in 1832 at Broomlees moved to
Dumbarnie in 1837 then Grangehill, but by 1866 she was living at Park Place where James (snr)
was employed as a ploughman with Robert White whose premises are the smiddy and yard
currently owned by Garlands. By 1871 the year after Jamie’s birth they were in Falkland and the
following year Kincraig farm and by 1876 he was working for Finlayson at Grangehill and Fraser of
Grange and by 1882 they had moved to Linmara. Secondly, she makes the comment that
ploughmen stayed very little time at each farm.
Of course, if this theory is correct there is serious misapprehension that James was born in
Earlsferry or Elie or Liberty and the ultimate irony is that the Grangehill Cottar House Liberty Place
was not part of the parish of Earlsferry. So, James Braid was born in Kilconquhar.
The grandchildren? Well, Alex Philp’s son also Alex(q.v.) became a golf club maker in Earlsferry and
then a professional and went to South America and Mary Rolland was Dougie Rolland’s (q.v.)
sister.
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