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FOREWORD


Golf, more than any other sport, has the ability to inspire both joy and despair in equal measure. As Sir Winston Churchill once put it, ‘Golf is a game in which you try to put a small ball in a small hole with implements singularly unsuited to the purpose!’


For some players golf is almost a religion, a way of life they could not imagine giving up. The comedian Bob Hope was so hooked on the game that he said, ‘Golf is my profession. I tell jokes to pay my green fees!’ For others the game is simply a good excuse to meet up with their friends every weekend. There are even one or two misguided persons who fail to see the point of golf at all. Mark Twain famously described golf as ‘a good walk spoiled’ and Sir Michael Parkinson was the founder-member and president of the Anti-Golf Society before he saw the error of his ways. He was converted to the game, he says, because ‘even when the sun goes behind a cloud, there is always a laugh to be had.’


For whenever two golfers are gathered together, you can be sure there will be funny stories. In compiling this book, I have read countless autobiographies and memoirs and consulted dozens of websites. Here are the very best anecdotes, as told by some of our greatest British golfers – Nick Faldo, Tony Jacklin, Sandy Lyle, Sam Torrance and Ian Woosnam. There are also unforgettable broadcasting gaffes and memories from two of our best-loved television commentators, Peter Alliss and Alex Hay.


The American journalist Robert Sommers has put together an excellent collection called Golf Anecdotes and I have been able to include several of his classic tales, from the golden era of Bobby Jones and Walter Hagen to the ‘Big Three’ of the 1960s – Arnold Palmer, Jack Nicklaus and Gary Player. Another great source of stories is the pro-celebrity golf circuit. Many showbusiness personalities have become extremely accomplished players and we have humorous contributions from stars such as Ronnie Corbett, Bruce Forsyth, Tom O’Connor and Michael Parkinson. The comedian and broadcaster Tim Brooke-Taylor adds his own witty observations with ‘The Golfer’s Hall of Fame’ and ‘The Golfing Book of Records’.


Some of the best sports journalism has been written about golf and I have selected some amusing pieces by Peter Dobereiner and Martin Johnson, as well as extracts from two more recent golf books, Quiet Please by Lawrence Donegan and Bring Me the Head of Sergio Garcia! by Tom Cox. There has also been a long tradition of golf stories in fiction, as demonstrated here with some hilarious examples by Patrick Campbell, Michael Green and the incomparable P.G. Wodehouse, and a delightful poem by John Betjeman.


Golf is a game full of highs and lows, which is why it can produce such great humour. I hope you enjoy reading this collection as much as I have enjoyed compiling it. As Ian Poulter said during the 2009 Open, after finally making a birdie on the 17th hole of his second round, ‘You can only laugh!’


 


Barry Johnston


2010
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THE PRACTICE GROUND


Barry Johnston:


In an interview with Golf Digest magazine in 2002, Gary Player revealed the origin of his most famous quote. Many years earlier he was practising in a bunker in Texas when a local ‘good old boy’ wearing a large cowboy hat stopped to watch him. Player’s first shot went straight in the hole. The Texan said, ‘You got fifty bucks if you knock the next one in.’ Player holed that shot, too. Still unconvinced, the man challenged him again, ‘You got one hundred bucks if you hole the next one.’


The next three balls in a row all went in. As he peeled off the dollar bills, the Texan declared, ‘Boy, I’ve never seen anyone so lucky in my life.’


Player shot back, ‘Well, the harder I practise, the luckier I get!’


Nick Faldo:


Preparing for a trip to Switzerland, I needed to test a few three-woods and so I grabbed six clubs and whizzed off to Wentworth late one evening to decide which one suited me best. I painstakingly marked all the balls (about a dozen for each club) and put a corresponding mark on the six three-woods so that I could monitor distance and accuracy. I had whacked all 72 balls when I saw a little head pop up through the bushes about 150 yards away. I packed my clubs away in the car and set off down the fairway to see which club had performed the best but, as a big favour to me, my watcher had scooped all 72 balls into a neat pyramid.


He beamed, ‘I thought I’d help!’


Barry Johnston:


Lee Trevino began his golfing career as a caddie at the Dallas Athletic Club in Texas, earning just $30 a week. Behind the caddie shed there were three short holes and after work the young Trevino would practise his golf every day, hitting more than three hundred balls in a session. He says, ‘There is no such thing as natural touch. Touch is something you create by hitting millions of golf balls.’


The wisecracking Mexican-American, known as ‘The Merry Mex’ as well as ‘Super Mex’, went on to win six majors between 1968 and 1984, including consecutive Open Championships, although he was entirely self-taught.


He once joked,  ‘I’ve never had a coach in my life. When I find one who can beat me, then I’ll listen!’


Tom Cox:  Bring Me the Head of Sergio Garcia!


I was playing the worst golf of my life and I decided that there were two main causes for my devastating play. One was the Panicked Squid. The other was the Evil Brain Worm. I refrained from explaining this theory to those closest to me, for fear of prompting them to sneak out of the room to make some discreet enquiries with mental-health charities. Instead, I examined the evidence, and tried to decide which of these two foes I needed to conquer first.


The Evil Brain Worm – formerly known as the Maggot, before it grew to unmanageable size – represented the psychological side of my game. Like all golfers, I had always had it. It lived in that fertile part of my brain that responds to the command ‘Don’t think of a hippopotamus!’ by thinking of a hippopotamus. It had popped up every now and then in the past, when I had been compiling a good score and trying not to hit the ball into a lake, and done its duty by reminding me that there was a lake in the vicinity. On the whole, I had been able to ignore it and control it. More recently, though, I’d got interested in it, and if there was one thing the Evil Brain Worm thrived on, it was attention.


‘What,’ the Evil Brain Worm would ask, ‘if you lined up this simple short putt perfectly, attempted to make the absolutely perfect stroke, but then I shouted “Miss it!” just as you took the putter back? Would you miss it? And, if you did, wouldn’t it be weird, that I had all that power?’


But the Evil Brain Worm was not always so loquacious. Sometimes it would just have to make a noise – ‘Boo!’ perhaps, or ‘Flunt!’, or ‘Unkulspagger!’ – at the exact moment when I was starting my backswing, in order to do its damage. It didn’t have to form proper sentences to make its intentions lucid. It really was a wriggly, insidious bastard. I suppose, though, if it hadn’t been, it wouldn’t have been a very effective Evil Brain Worm.


The Panicked Squid, which represented the physical side of my golfing make-up, might have been uncharitably viewed as a bigger, more hideous and tentacled version of the Evil Brain Worm. But I knew it wasn’t anywhere near as malevolent. It meant well, and it wasn’t its fault if it got confused. It was simply what happened when an instruction like ‘Keep your swing nice and loose’ transformed, in the heat of tournament play, into ‘Make your swing a flailing mêlée of appendages.’ In truth, it was probably controlled by the Evil Brain Worm, and served as its writhing, outward manifestation.


Bearing in mind that Darth Vader was nowhere near as much of a nasty piece of work as the Emperor in the Star Wars trilogy, there seemed to be only one way to go here, and that was straight to the source, cutting out the middleman. Or, in this case, the middle-squid.


I had been intending to do some work with a sports psychologist all year and I had an exploratory conversation with a member of the mind-coaching industry, Peter Crone. He unnerved me slightly.


‘Don’t take this the wrong way,’ he told me over the phone, ‘but from what you’ve been saying so far I gather you’re a very sensitive person.’


This seemed a remarkably astute observation, given that we had only been speaking for three minutes at that point!


Michael Parkinson:


Playing a game with friends the other day, I noticed my partner had a card clipped to his bag on which he had listed the main points he had to remember before he swung the club. There were twenty headings. The pilot of a jumbo jet has less to worry about before he safely delivers four hundred passengers and several tons of metal on to the tarmac.


This set me thinking of the kind of information I had absorbed about the game from various sources over the years, and what I had been programmed to remember every time I picked up a golf club.


First of all, the grip. I was told not to grip the club too fiercely, to imagine it was a dove in my hands and I was throttling it but not taking its head off. Then the hands should not be too far from the body. Imagine if you are a man, you are having a pee and that is where the hands should be. All important is body posture over the ball. Ideally, I was to imagine that I was perched on a bar stool while leaning over a fence.


Remember the take-away must be smooth and flowing. Imagine you have a bucket of water in your hands. If you can take it back from the address without spilling any, that is what is required.


Alternatively, you can imagine yourself to be a windmill, or a particularly interesting image is to picture yourself with your head through a pane of glass and able to swing the club without breaking anything.


I’ve never been able to understand that one, but the advice remains stuck to my brain like grease on a plate. At the top of the backswing with the club-head pointing at the target, don’t forget that the back leg should be rigid as if encased in plaster. Or that’s what I was told.


I was also advised that to facilitate the proper action in the downswing I must transfer the weight from the leg in the plaster cast to the leg without one. It would help, or so they said, if I imagined pulling a rope with a bell on it.


So what we have so far is a man sitting on a bar stool leaning over a fence while taking a leak, with his head stuck through a pane of glass and one leg in plaster.


That’s only the half of it and I still haven’t hit the ball!


Tim Brooke-Taylor: 


RUPERT BROOKE


Struck the church clock at ten to three


And is my golf ball on the tee


And will the flag appear to move


Just as I swing with arms held smooth


 


And causing me one shoulder raise


And catch the ball a passing graze


And cuff it lightly o’er the top


That sends it in a five-foot hop


 


And would my shoulder ligaments tear


And cause me to scream and swear


And kick my foot and stub my toe


And make it start to throb and glow


 


And would I say you little tit


And boot it forward in a fit


And when my partner did protest


Would I say shut your gob you pest


 


And would I vengefully destroy


All the equipment at my employ


The marker box, the bench, the tee


And go upon a vengeful spree


 


And when I’d fully spent my ire


Would I calm down and say ‘Right, squire


That is enough of practising


Now let’s get on with the real thing!’


Patrick Campbell:


When it comes to having golf lessons there are two strict rules to be observed.


(1) Select a professional who really knows what he’s talking about. There are several of them around.


 


(2) Keep all well-meaning friends – and in particular well-meaning fathers – away from the initiation ceremony, or you won’t get a crack at it yourself.


 


I should like to illustrate what happens, if these two rules are ignored, by Case History Number One – Peter, a lightweight lad of sixteen, whose natural talents lie more in the direction of painting. Peter’s golf-playing father, resisted all the way by Peter’s mother, wants him to take up golf because it’s more manly than messing about with Art.


Father is there on the practice ground for Peter’s first lesson.


Not wishing to interfere with the lad’s concentration, he parks the new, dark-green Rolls with the white-walled tyres under a nearby tree, to keep the sun off it, and sits unobtrusively at the wheel, smoking a straight-grained pipe.


Unfortunately, they haven’t been able to get hold of the professional himself, so the first lesson is being given by the assistant, a lanky and not entirely competent youth called Dick.


By the look of him Dick estimates that Peter has sufficient physical co-ordination to give him a chance, by exerting it to the full, of turning himself into a fair hand at draughts.


Dick begins to demonstrate the Vardon Grip, wishing that the pupil’s old man were farther away – in some place like the bar in the clubhouse or, preferably, Bermuda.


Ten minutes later Peter is locked in the state of rigor mortis natural to his first experience of the Vardon Grip.


‘That’s nice,’ says Dick. ‘Just try a swing. We’ll see how it goes.’


With infinite care, it’s all he can do to move – Peter slowly lifts the stick into the air until it achieves a semi-vertical position, slowly brings it down again and raises it into a similar position on the other side. At the lowest point of the arc the club-head passes three inches above the ground.


As always, with a new pupil, Dick is stunned by the sheer paralytic hopelessness of it. It beats him, completely, why the ass doesn’t just swish it back, shift his weight into it and flash the club-head through. He’s wondering, as ever, where to begin on this mess when a loud, cheerful voice comes from the Rolls.


‘Rather picking it up with the wrists, there, Pete, old chap. You want the club, left hand and left arm moving back all in the one piece.’


Dick clenches his teeth. It’s started. ‘Just try another swing,’ he tells his pupil. ‘Take the club-head back a bit closer to the ground.’


Five minutes later Peter, having sensibly made his own furtive easement of the impossible rigours of the Vardon Grip, manages after three wispy air-shots to knock one twenty yards along the ground with a seven-iron.


‘That’s nice,’ says Dick. ‘That’s coming.’ He remembers who, and what, pays the rent. ‘That right elbow’s wandering a bit, though,’ he says. ‘If you cock up that elbow you’re going to be outside the line going back. The right elbow,’ says Dick, ‘should be located close to the body until just after the moment of impact, providing a fulcrum to which the inside-out plane of the down swing can be anchored. You may find it helpful to put a handkerchief . . .’


‘I don’t want to butt in, but I think he’d find it easier to concentrate on a firm left arm,’ says Peter’s father, who’s strolled over from the Rolls. ‘Give me that stick a sec, Pete,’ says Peter’s father. ‘Of course,’ he tells Dick, ‘I can’t quite get as far back as you young chaps – anno domini, you know – but surely if you take the club and the left hand and arm back in the one piece . . .’


Peter’s father makes the preliminary movement. He has a better idea. ‘Chuck a ball down there,’ he says. ‘I’ll show you what I mean.’


The first one nearly cuts the head off a man trying to hole a match-saver on the 18th, away to the left. ‘That’s all that damn nonsense about anchoring the right elbow,’ says Peter’s father cheerfully. ‘You see what happens?’ he tells his son.


After the next one the four men on the 18th become convinced that a personal attack is being made upon them, for reasons beyond their imagining. They come together in a belligerent group, glaring across at their attacker on the practice ground.


Peter’s father is oblivious to them. With a stiffer left arm than he’s ever used before he’s sliced three into the wood, in the opposite direction, and is now putting the whole thing down to a fault in his stance, or a premature transference of weight after the initial movement of the down swing.


‘Watch this one,’ he tells Dick roughly. ‘I may be getting the left hip out of the way too late.’


Peter, the novice, the learner, stands there with a great weight on his soul. He’d thought, the first time he picked one up, that it wasn’t going to be very easy with these long, heavy, narrow-headed sticks to hit such a small ball very far – or even at all – but never in his lowest moment had he guessed that the process was going to be governed by so many anatomical impossibilities.


Peter’s first and almost certainly last lesson concludes with Peter sitting on the grass picking daisies in lacklustre fashion, while Dick tries to think of something – anything – that will stop Peter’s father losing yet another of Dick’s practice balls in the wood!


Barry Johnston:


Princess Liliane of Belgium, the second wife of Leopold III, was a very keen golfer and she once asked John Jacobs for advice on how to improve her game. Jacobs watched the princess hit a few practice balls and he concluded that her grip was too strong.


‘You may be a princess,’ Jacobs informed her, ‘but if you hold the club like that, you will always be a hooker!’


Nick Faldo:


My various rebuilds, painful as they may have been, were not without their lighter moments and several amusing incidents occurred during the countless practice sessions at Wentworth.


‘Do you mind if I watch?’ came a voice once from over my shoulder as I tipped out the balls. I far prefer working in private but, having been brought up to be polite, I replied, ‘Yeah, that’s fine,’ whereupon I proceeded to hit four five-irons slap-bang down the middle. No exaggeration, the four balls finished up on all four corners of a square yard. Flexing my muscles, I thought ‘Well, that’s all right.’ I took a practice swing, at which point I heard, ‘Excuse me, but did you know your practice swing is nothing like your real swing?’ 


The next six balls flew left, right, left, right, left, right, all over the place, at which point I packed up and went home!
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CADDIES


Barry Johnston:


Jerry ‘Hobo’ Osborn has been a caddie on the Senior PGA Tour (now the Champions Tour) in the USA for more than twenty years and in that time he has worked for most of the senior players. After being on the receiving end of years of complaints, insults and general abuse on the golf course, Jerry has developed his own careworn philosophy of the game.


He says, ‘Players make mistakes. Caddies make blunders!’


Nick Faldo:


Dave McNeilly is an Ulsterman with more than a touch of blarney. I first met Dave, a total eccentric in the nicest possible way, in America in the early 1980s. Although totally different in personality, we seemed to hit it off and I made arrangements to engage him full-time on my return to England for the Dunlop Masters at Lindrick.


‘Oh, do you do yardages?’ I asked, almost as an afterthought, when I spoke to him on the phone.


‘Yes, indeed I do.’


‘Do you have a wheel?’ I continued, referring to the device caddies use for measuring exact distances.


‘. . . eh, no, I use public transport.’


Dave, honest soul that he is, was forever getting hold of the wrong end of the stick.


‘We’ll need to get a video,’ I informed him on the practice ground one morning while working on my swing.


‘Oh, yeah,’ he agreed enthusiastically. ‘Have you seen Jaws 2?’


Sandy Lyle:


As likeable as he is, in the caddie shed Seve Ballesteros was not renowned as the easiest man to work with, and the popular joke was that he worked his way through more caddies than Joan Collins did husbands.


One yarn centred around an incident at the Spanish Open one year when Seve turned to his then favourite, Martin Gray, and asked for a piece of fruit.


‘Too bitter,’ complained Seve, tasting the proffered orange.


‘Too brown,’ he bemoaned, rejecting a banana. 


‘Too soft,’ he grimaced, handing back an apple.


‘Listen, Seve,’ Gray finally snapped. ‘I’m a caddie, not a greengrocer!’


Ian Woosnam:


Most professional golfers treat their caddies like friends. Some treat them like employees. A few treat them like children. Through fourteen years together, Wobbly was more like a brother to me.


This lanky, permed, curly-haired Yorkshireman was christened Philip Morbey, but most people in the golfing world know him as ‘Wobbly’. In fact, that’s his full name. Usually, he’s just ‘Wobs’.


He apparently earned this nickname because of the way he walks, but there was nothing wobbly about his performance at my side, carrying the bag. From 1987 until 2001, he was a rock of knowledge, commitment and support. In so many ways, Wobbly was a massive part of my success in golf.


Before I hired Wobbly, I asked around about him, and David Jagger was kind enough to tell me exactly how this lively, young character had got started as a caddie on the Tour.


Wobbly was just seventeen at the time, earning a living by stocking shelves at his local supermarket, but he had set his heart on being a caddie. One afternoon, he plucked up the courage to approach ‘Jags’ who happened to be the touring professional attached to his local golf club in Selby, East Yorkshire.


‘So you want to be a caddie on the professional Tour?’


‘Yes, Mr Jagger,’ Wobbly replied.


‘All right,’ Jags replied. ‘Well, there is a strict procedure for caddies. First, you have to take a test; and if you do well, you get a pass; and you need that pass before you can caddie on Tour.’


‘I see.’


‘So, if you want, you can take your test at eight o’clock tomorrow. Can you be here?’


‘Of course I can.’


Wobbly was excited and nervous when he arrived at the club the following morning. Jags appeared and asked him to fetch his bag of clubs from the boot of his car. As soon as he lifted the bag on his shoulder, Wobbly thought it seemed strangely heavy. In fact, it was unbelievably heavy, but he didn’t say anything because he wanted to pass his test and he was desperate to make a good impression.


By the time he reached the 5th green, Wobbly was clearly breathing hard. He was sweating at the 9th tee and, approaching the 18th, he was scarcely able to walk. Jags had led him all over the course, up and down hills, through trees and bunkers, but Wobbly shouldered his burden and followed.


‘Well done, Wobbly,’ said Jags at the end of the round, as the young caddie stood exhausted in the car park. ‘You have done very well. I will send a full report to the PGA and, hopefully, they will agree to issue you with a pass. You will then have to wait until it arrives in the post.’


‘OK, Mr Jagger. Thank you very much, Mr Jagger.’


As soon as Wobbly was out of sight, Jags took the clubs out of his bag and carefully removed the three bricks he had placed at the bottom of the bag earlier that morning!


Jags took Wobbly as his caddie on Tour soon afterwards, but almost a year passed and Wobbly was still anxiously checking his post, waiting for his caddie pass to arrive from the PGA. Only then, one night in the pub, with people laughing so hard they were falling off chairs, did Jags have the heart to tell Wobbly that, in fact, the whole test had been a joke and there was no such thing as a caddie’s pass.


Even then, Wobbly looked more disappointed than angry!


Barry Johnston:


In the 1960 US Open at Cherry Hills, in Denver, Colorado, Dow Finsterwald finished tied-third, behind Arnold Palmer and Jack Nicklaus. He might even have won the championship if he had listened more to his caddie.


At one point his caddie was heard to complain, ‘Why ask me? You’ve asked me two times already and paid no attention to what I said. Pick your own club!’


Peter Dobereiner:


No golfer ever fought and won a more savage battle with his turbulent nature than Neil Coles. I treasure many memories of Coles and his regular caddie, Arthur Maidment, who was known universally in British golf as ‘Chingy’. At Sunningdale they had one of their regular disagreements over clubbing and this altercation resulted in the ludicrous spectacle of Coles tugging furiously at the head of his four-wood while Chingy tenaciously clung to the grip and tried to pull the offending club from his master. They looked for all the world like two starlings engaged in a tug o’ war with a worm.


Finally Coles gained possession of the club, brute strength prevailing over the ageing Chingy, and he hit a glorious shot from deep heather to four feet from the flag. He glared at Chingy with an expression compounded of triumph and contempt as he slammed the club back into the bag.


Chingy, never lacking in spirit and determined to have the last word, replied fiercely: ‘You would have been closer with the three-iron!’


Nick Faldo:


It was at the 1976 British Open Championship at Royal Birkdale that I had my first argument with that most curious of breeds, the old-school, battle-hardened, seen-it-all caddie. To Paddy, the crazy Irishman of Royal Birkdale, Nick Faldo was an intrusive nuisance to be tolerated for the one and only reason that Paddy was being paid to do so.


One of Paddy’s many idiosyncrasies was to don shoes he found lying about the locker room, no matter to whom they belonged and even if they were four sizes too big. He would totter to the first tee looking like Coco the Clown. After the third round on the Saturday night, rather than taking my clubs into the clubhouse, he left my bag leaning against an outside wall, whereupon Birkdale was hit by an almighty thunderstorm and torrential rain. When I came out, the water was pouring out of the top of my bag and after a real set-to in the car park, I sacked Paddy on the spot. It was only after he disappeared round the corner into an unknown future that I realised he had made off in a pair of my best shoes!


Barry Johnston:


Lee Trevino won six majors but he started out as a caddie, so he speaks from experience when he says: ‘Nobody but you and your caddie care what you do out there, and if your caddie is betting against you, he doesn’t care, either!’


Ian Woosnam:


Bernhard Langer is only six months older than me, but he turned professional at the age of eighteen and made his first appearance on Tour in 1971. Incredibly, he finished in the top five on the European Order of Merit in twelve of the fifteen years between 1981 and 1995, emerging as a remarkably consistent, dedicated player. There are no sides to Bernhard at all: he works hard, and he remains constant, unchanged and unfailingly friendly.


Famous for using a compass to check the direction of the wind during practice rounds, his preparation is meticulous to the point of being scientific. He notes every yardage. There is a story that Bernhard once asked his caddie for the distance from a sprinkler head in the fairway to the front of the green.


‘It’s 114 yards,’ Pete Coleman, his long-time caddie, replied.


‘Is that from the front or the back of the sprinkler head?’


Barry Johnston:


This story is told about several professional golfers, all of whom deny that it has anything to do with them! Apparently, one day a very well-known golfer noticed that his caddie was wearing a shoe with a loose sole. It made a flapping noise when he walked. The golfer pointed this out to his caddie and told him he needed to buy a new pair of trainers.
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