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FOREWORD


One day in London, in late 2012, Lorne Forsyth of Elliott & Thompson and I sat down for lunch to discuss my writing a book about rugby; about the Lions, in fact. We did so, batting around a few ways of doing this as we ate. Something told me that it wasn’t going to fly and so I slipped across the table a brown folder containing some cuttings of my golf writing. “I was looking through these and I wondered whether there were the makings of a book in there,” I asked. A few weeks later and the deal was done.


Then came the difficult task of working out how to present the material. Although I have covered and written about more than 130 major championships, doing it event by event did not seem to be the answer. There were plenty of candidates, such as Tom Watson’s near miss at the 2009 Open, or Tiger Woods at Augusta in 1997, his first victory in a major championship, or Europe’s success at Muirfield Village in 1987, the first Ryder Cup victory in the US.


Perhaps I balked because I had another idea. I had been writing full-time about golf for more than 30 years. The first article on any sport that I wrote for The Sunday Times, which was the first newspaper I worked on, was on golf. It appeared in January 1970. That might have been a sign that golf was going to be a very important part of my life. The last piece I wrote in full-time employment at The Times came on March 26, 2010, the day of my 65th birthday. It was an interview with Alex Salmond, the leader of the Scottish Nationalist Party and the most important politician in Scotland, who was keen on golf and once had been a half-decent player. So I decided that collecting my articles month by month should allow me to show off the breadth of the material I had covered.


One year on after that lunch with Lorne Forsyth, I have finished. It represents a life’s work and I am happy with both the book and my work. I should be. Goodness knows how many times people have said to me that I had the best job in the world. When I renewed my US visa in 2008, an official at the embassy in London peered at my documents, noted that I was The Times’s golf correspondent and said with a smile: “Call this a job?” Then he added: “Who’s going to win the Masters?” Virtually all my working life has been spent writing, almost all about sport and by far the greatest part of that life writing on golf.


Three sports interest me above all others – squash, rugby and golf. I have tried playing all three, but I was no good at rugby and not very good at squash. I lived, however, on the edge of Stinchcombe Hill golf course in Dursley in Gloucestershire and thus able to spend hours playing or practising, I acquired the basic skills of golf. The first obstacle was finding left-handed clubs for a boy of seven or eight. My father came up with the solution. He simply turned me round so that I looked at the hole over my left shoulder instead of my right. I have no recollection of anger or frustration. Though I bat left-handed and I wrote naturally left-handed until a teacher simply forced me to put a pen in my right hand and use it, I feel completely comfortable playing golf this way.


And play it I did. My first round as an eight-year-old was in the region of 144. I got to 7 handicap when I was 14 and then stalled. Henry Longhurst’s articles on golf in The Sunday Times, 52 each year for 25 years, were compulsory reading in our house when I was growing up. By the time I was 15 or 16 I had become besotted by the game. I appealed to Longhurst for advice. “I am good at English and quite good at golf,” I wrote. “How do I become a golf correspondent?” His reply was quick and encouraging. “Write, write and write,” he commanded and so I did. In 1980, after returning from covering the Lions tour of South Africa in my capacity as rugby correspondent of The Sunday Times, I switched to becoming the golf correspondent of that paper. In 1993 I joined The Times in the same role.


To compile this book I spent many hours poring over the golf articles I had written over the years, pulling them down from shelves in my garage and taking them out of their plastic folders dated for each month. If I had once or twice thought I ought to get rid of them in a massive clear-out, I am so glad now I didn’t.


A colleague was once nicknamed the optician because his conversation was full of “I”s. A project such as this is very bad for your ego because it is likely to make you start too many sentences with the first-person pronoun. From time to time one needs to be brought down to earth and not long ago I was. One of my grandsons had been watching me on a Sky golf programme on television and for a few seconds had moved close to the screen, as if to make sure he could hear and see what his grandfather was saying. Then he turned away and ran off. His mother asked him what Grandpa had been saying. “Dunno,” the little shaver replied. “Lots of blah-blah-blah.”


There is a lot in the following pages. I hope it is not all blah-blah-blah.


John Hopkins, Cowbridge, July 2013





JANUARY


Nearly every January for the best part of 30 years, I have cheerfully thrown a bundle of winter clothes into a suitcase, jumped into my car and driven to Rye in East Sussex. I do so with a sense of excitement, my pulse quickening the moment I cross the level crossing just outside the old town and see it, honeycomb-shaped, on a hill in the distance.


I go there to cover the President’s Putter, the wonderfully eccentric competition that could only be played in the first week of January, by the members of the Oxford and Cambridge Golfing Society. In the first month of the year the East Sussex town is often blasted by an east wind and the ground can be too firm to take a divot. It always seems to be cold. At roughly the same time, the first tournament on the PGA Tour in the United States is taking place in Hawaii and a European Tour event will be held somewhere, almost certainly not in Europe. Hawaii or Rye? There is no contest. It has to be Rye.


The President’s Putter is a competition of short putters and long memories, of fast play and slow meals, of low shots and high winds. The essential point about the Putter is that golf is played at a time when few people in the northern hemisphere want a competitive game, and played by people who care about golf and don’t take themselves too seriously. Some of them are also very good. I have had more stimulating discussions and arguments about the game over dinner during the Putter than in the rest of the year combined.


One year, for a stunt, I caddied for the exuberant Jeremy Caplan. He wore a red sweater that against the dark green grass of the Rye course “made him look like a tomato on a bed of lettuce”, I wrote. On another occasion I caddied for Ted Dexter, the famous cricketer. He and the Putter had quite a history. At the time I caddied for him, he was the second-oldest winner, the oldest finalist and, pushing 60, a force to be reckoned with. He played off four at Sunningdale and were it not for his ailments would surely have been lower. He had had operations on his left foot, right knee, left leg and twice they had dug into his broad back to relieve the pressure. “The truth is,” he said, “the old undercarriage isn’t what it should be any more.”


The opportunity to caddie for him was nearly missed. This is how Dexter tells it: “Hopkins asked if he could do it and I thought it would be a bit of fun and so I said ‘yes’. He said ‘Good. I’ll see you mid-morning Thursday and we’ll have a cup of coffee and discuss tactics.’ I’m afraid I had to tell him that we were off at 8.16. He went a bit quiet after that.”


Often in January I went abroad. If there were significant events on the European Tour in Cape Town or California, Sydney or San Francisco, The Times generally afforded me the opportunity to be there. The space accorded to golf in those days was greater than now and the budgets accommodated such trips more easily too.


In 1999 I covered some early tournaments on the Sunshine Tour, a couple of weeks split between Cape Town and Stellenbosch with an occasional excursion to Franschhoek. In Johannesburg a week earlier, I had interviewed Bafana Hlophe, a Zulu whose name means, oddly and ironically, white boy. He was competing in his first event on the European Tour. Coming across stories like Hlophe’s was one reason why I liked South Africa. Another was meeting Hettie Els, Ernie’s mother, a small figure with a soft voice and, though I did not experience it, a firm fist inside the softest of gloves.


Nearly 20 years earlier I had been stuck in a snowdrift in central Germany with Mark Ellidge, a photographer with The Sunday Times, for whom I then worked. He and I were visiting Bernhard Langer at his parents’ home in Anhausen, near Augsburg, where he lived when he was not travelling. We had been served Krapfen (doughnut-like cakes) and Apfelkuchen with Schlagsahne (apple slices and whipped cream) by his mother, a small warm lady who spoke no English but followed every word of our conversation, eyes sparkling. It did not take much persuading by us to get Langer to take a bag of golf clubs out into a wintry scene so that we could photograph him with an onion-topped church in the background, rather like St Adelgundis, where he had been an altar boy.


It was when we came to drive away that we ran into difficulties. I had a spell behind the wheel of our rented car and so did Ellidge. There was a lot of high revving and wheel spinning and plumes of snow flew away from the wheels. There wasn’t much forward progress, however. “Out of the way, John,” Langer said. “This is how you do it.” And with that he engaged the clutch, kept the engine revving as quietly as possible and slowly the vehicle responded to Langer’s delicate touch just as on so many greens his ball would obey the instructions of his hands, scoot across a putting surface and plunge into the hole.


Once I return from Rye, I regard the golfing year as having begun. The Christmas torpor is long behind me. After covering the President’s Putter, I feel as though I have just teed off on the 1st hole. How am I going to play? What am I going to be able to report on? Who will win the major championships? In January, enveloped in a post-Rye glow, the magic that has entranced me about golf from my early years returns. The game is afoot.


.
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The President’s Putter



Golf Illustrated, January 2012


In the grand scheme of things golfing, the President’s Putter is so far down the pecking order as to be almost invisible. Yet the Putter has a very unusual position and thoroughly deserved reputation in golf. It is an event of huge importance but little significance.


It is a yearly reaffirmation that there is more to golf than 72-hole strokeplay events competed for by professionals earning more in one season than most people do in a lifetime. Each January, the amateur competitors of the Oxford and Cambridge Golfing Society who compete in the President’s Putter remind us that before there were professionals there were amateurs and that almost every leading professional was first an amateur.


It is competed for by male (and occasionally female) golfers, who have represented one or other university. The winner will have played eight rounds of matchplay in four days. Olympic mottoes are clear in our minds in the lead-up to this summer’s London Games, including the one about the taking part being important. Those 139 entrants in the 2012 Putter demonstrated as clearly as their predecessors had that it is not the winning that matters, but the taking part – the true amateur ideal.


Few embody the spirit of the Putter more than Malcolm Peel, a 78-year-old farmer from Northamptonshire. One year recently he was first off at Rye and two hours and 38 minutes later he was back in the clubhouse, windswept and ruddy-faced. “First off and first back,” he said cheerfully after losing 7 and 6, a margin he called a dog’s licence because that is what one such cost in old money. Thus ended his 45th attempt to win the Putter, an event he would no more forget or ignore than he would his own birthday.


“I missed one Putter in 1958 when I got married,” Peel said before pausing and frowning. “Now when did I get married?” he asked himself out loud. Reassured that he had got the year right and would not be in danger of having a four-iron wrapped around his head by his wife, he added: “I missed a few more years, too, but I’ve played almost every year, starting in 1955.”


The Ryder Cup is thrilling. The Open is exciting. The Masters a visual treat. The Putter is an annual demonstration of extreme eccentricity by polymaths of varying golfing standards played over a doughty links course in the worst weather of any event in the world. With any luck it takes place in conditions when many would think twice about putting the dog out. In fact, the worse the weather, the better it is.


That has always been the spirit of the event and one hopes it will always remain so. It would be as daft to play the Putter in July as it would the Open in January. In 1963, a proposition to move the Putter to a more sensible time of year was defeated 57-2.


Winds of 40mph? Difficult, but playable. Rock-hard fairways and greens? Tricky, but you just have to land the ball well short of where you want it to end up. Biting wind? Wrap up well and get on with it. In one really cold year a competitor wore three pairs of socks, underwear, pyjamas, trousers, rain trousers, a heavy shirt, six sweaters, two scarves, two pairs of gloves and a balaclava topped by a woollen bobble hat. Rain squalls? Keep playing and get into the clubhouse for a few restoring glasses of Kummel, known as the putting mixture, as quickly as possible.


It was started in 1920, the year after a request from the O&CGS to Rye Golf Club “to hold a two [sic] day meeting at some date in January next.” Why Rye, you might ask. Unlike Bletchley, which was settled on as the site where the Enigma code was cracked during the Second World War because it was halfway between Oxford and Cambridge and therefore not identified with one more than the other, Rye, down in the bottom right-hand corner of England, is not near either.


The answer is that many of the great and good in the Society, men such as Bernard Darwin, the eminent golf correspondent of The Times, were also members of the East Sussex club which had, in 1899, invited Oxford and Cambridge to play their home matches at Rye. When Society members wanted to start an annual competition, where better to hold it?


From the start the Putter became a competition that spanned all ages. In 1924, two of the semi-finalists had combined ages of 101. This year Michael Grint, a retired lawyer aged 77 who had played in the winning Oxford team in 1957, was the oldest competitor. Asked his age, he replied: “I say I’m five over fours.” Martin Yates, 69, the oldest man to reach the fifth round, and Peter Gardiner-Hill, 85, the presiding eminence grise, a past captain of Rye, a past president of the O&CGS, and a past captain of the Royal & Ancient Golf Club, was the oldest spectator. He was probably the most enthusiastic, too. On Thursday afternoon, in winds of up to 40mph, Gardiner-Hill wrapped himself well and spent an hour or so watching the golf.


Darwin did as much as anyone to promote the virtues of Rye as a golf course. He wrote about the Putter long before The Times gave its writers a byline. When he won in 1924, his account in The Times of his victory referred to himself in the third person and included the following extract: “I do not think Mr Darwin will be hurt in his feelings by any remark I make about him and so I will say that he is one of the most enigmatical golfers of my acquaintance. You never can tell to what depths of futility he may fall…”


Years later, as a successor of Darwin’s on The Times, I delighted in the annual ritual of a drive through the marshes to Rye, a town shaped like a beehive, to spend my days watching men who had been to Oxford and Cambridge play golf as if they hadn’t and my nights listening to a wind roaring in from the Urals and rattling the windows as it raced up and down chimneys.


I caddied for Ted Dexter, the imperious cricketer/golfer, and later for Peter Gracey. The low point with Dexter came when I forgot to rake a bunker and had to chase back down the 3rd fairway to repair the damage to a bunker on the 2nd; the high point when I talked him into playing a five-iron second shot on the 15th (he had wanted to play a six-iron) and the ball ended six feet from the flag.


Gracey was rather different. He was 73 and making his 46th appearance and I began my report by wondering: “What drives a man of 73 to leave his home and hearth on a bitter winter morning to play golf against men half his age and half his handicap? What drives the same man to do it the year after, wearing only one sweater, with a hole under the armpit, and one sleeve rolled up regardless of the cold?”


Before every shot a ritual was enacted, one as serious as the taking of communion. Gracey would arrive at the ball, take off his brown leather gloves and hand them over, taking care not to drop the hand warmers he kept inside them. In return he would be given the club of his choice. There is no discussion, no practice swing, no wasted time.


“Thank you,” he said as he handed over his gloves. “Thank you,” he said as he received his club. “Thank you,” he said as he returned his club to his caddy. “Oh bugger,” he said when he hit a bad shot.


Two facts have become obvious in the past 20 years. The standard of golf has been rising, at least if measured by falling handicaps. This year’s four semifinalists had combined handicaps of +5: two were +2, one +1 and one scratch. It is also interesting to note that the age of the winners has been rising. In 2001, Bruce Streather defied form and convention by winning aged 54 and this year Andrew Stracey was successful aged 58. It is something to do with improved fitness, the developments in the clubs and balls and the rather quirky nature of Rye golf course, over which skill and cunning can and often do triumph over youth and power.


With only 34 bunkers (nearby Royal St George’s has that many in the first ten holes and Muirfield in the first eight) and a yardage a little over 6,300, Rye might seem to be a pushover. Far from it. Positioning is important, good chipping and putting paramount: “…the problem at many holes is not necessarily getting down in two or more but in avoiding taking more than three more,” Gerald Micklem noted in 1984.


Distance is not essential – as long as you drive into the correct place. It has one par-five, nine par-fours over 400 yards and a par of 68. Its four short holes are wonderful. Darwin said the most difficult shots in golf were the second shots at the short holes at Rye.


It is an observation by one who has attended the Putter for a number of years that its participants and a good many of the spectators dress similarly. At the Putter you will see more blazers than in an Aquascutum sale. If the Putter had not been invented then the production of quilted jackets, mustard and raspberry cord trousers and blue blazers would be reduced and the popularity of Labrador dogs would be diminished.


Everyone, it seems, has a nickname: “Dog”, “Camel”, “Black Man”, “Italian”, “Swampy”, “Binman”. David Normoyle, an American who came to Cambridge to do a one year’s masters in history and ended up doing a three-year PhD with a thesis called “Bernard Darwin and the Development of Golf Literature”, is nicknamed Mr Dottie Pepper, because that is to whom he is married.


On the Thursday night of this year’s Putter, ten members of the Society gathered for dinner in the Hope Anchor Hotel, one of the Society’s spiritual homes. Almost everyone wore a blue blazer and grey trousers and the dark, striped Society tie and when they sat at a long table facing one another, five down one side and five down the other, it was almost certainly as they had sat to eat meals at their prep schools some 50, 60, 70 years before. One man had the same room in the hotel since 1990 and stayed in the hotel for 20 years before that.


In quick succession the conversation touched on political correctness, the devotion shown by the Welsh to the stand-off half in rugby, who had done what to whom in such and such a Varsity match, the length of time those at the table had been staying at the hotel, the quality of the food, the decline in popularity of another hotel in Rye, the fun of bridge, the speed of play on the golf course, the diaries of his golf kept by Gerald Micklem, one of the great figures in postwar golf, the fortunes of North Hants Golf Club and Justin Rose, its most famous member, the increasing use of the distance-measuring choices and Tiger Woods. Notable by their absence were discussions about money, church, sex, drugs, rock and roll.


On Friday it was as if the Gods were keen to make amends for the dirty, gusting winds and rain squalls that hit south-east England the previous day, when a four-club wind roared over the course. Weather is a part of most golf tournaments, sometimes a very influential part. In this event, it assumes great importance because it is almost always ignored. The inaugural Putter was held in comparatively mild weather. “There was a strong south-west wind with a touch of wet mist in the air; the course provided a searching test and it would have been a malicious delight to see two of the best professionals fish for their fours and threes,” Darwin wrote. The coldest Putter was probably 1963, when Rye was snowbound and the event was moved to Littlestone and a competitor came off the course and apologised for being unable to speak on the grounds that his cheeks were frozen.


In 2005 the wind was so biting that some players wore more sweaters than an artichoke has leaves. In 1997, after three inches of snow had fallen early in January, it was played one month later. In 1979 it was called off altogether for the first and only time. Weather conditions are most appropriate when, as somebody once put it: “I enjoyed the having played rather more than the playing.”


Not least of the attraction of Rye is the golf clubhouse itself, a four-square, sturdy building two miles outside the town set among the dunes, discreet and unobtrusive. It is a collegiate sort of place where eating, drinking and talking are given as much attention as a tricky downhill three-footer to win a hole. Henry James was elected a member in 1898 and used the club mainly for tea. Its standard lunch once was buttered eggs and ham, followed by cheese.


The course is almost never closed, except when snow is on the ground. It does not flood easily and its springy turf resists the tramp of thousands of golfers. Peter Gardiner-Hill was sitting in the clubhouse on Friday morning discussing this and that when he was asked whether Rye had winter tees and greens. His eyebrows shot skywards. “Winter tees!” he asked in that inimitable voice of his. “Winter greens! What are they? The only time we can’t play golf is when snow is on the ground or the course is flooded.”


On Friday afternoon, as dusk gathered outside, Andrew Stracey draped his long limbs over the arm of the Darwin chair in the Society corner of the clubhouse. The Darwin chair came from Down House where Charles, Bernard’s grandfather, lived and worked on The Origin of Species. At that stage of the competition Stracey was one of the few who could say he was playing as well now as when he was an undergraduate, and perhaps better. “He’s a good scratch,” someone said, adding: “and you can’t say that about many players.”


Stracey used to own an advertising company with 115 employees, but he sold that ten years ago and took to playing golf more seriously. At 55, he leaped into senior golf with enthusiasm, winning the Irish Seniors, and coming second in the Welsh Seniors (twice) and the English Seniors. A graceful swinger who uses his long legs to good effect to generate the power to give the ball a good whack, Stracey looks comfortable from tee to green and uncomfortable on the putting surface.


In one of the Sunday morning semi-finals Stracey had to go to the 20th to beat Ben Keogh and win the right to face Mark Benka, the defending champion, who had beaten Amir Habibi more easily. The final turned out to be a contest of good ball striking by two men who would never be described as good putters. Benka has had the yips, but says now that a claw grip rather like the one that Sergio Garcia uses has been a lifesaver for his golf. Stracey’s putter grip is twice the normal size.


Stracey was three up on the 16th tee, lost that hole, but won the 17th and the match. He had played golf almost without blemish, which was more than could be said for his sickly green and shrieking yellow waterproof jacket. “He could become the first car parking attendant to win the Putter,” a spectator whispered out of the corner of his mouth. Stracey blamed his wife. “I wanted to buy a black one, but she said black was boring and made me buy this.”


At this point little mattered to Stracey other than at the age of 58 and at his 35th attempt and his fourth final he had finally won the Putter. Standing over his bag he had a moment’s private exultation, clenching his hand and doing a quiet and unobtrusive fist pump as the applause from perhaps 100 spectators banked around the green died down. Then in the blinking of an eye, as gloom gathered and the lights of Rye twinkled in the distance, he was presented with a small medal inscribed with the words “primus inter pares” on it. Soon his golf ball would be hung on the hickory-shafted putter – used by Hugh Kirkcaldy when he won the 1891 Open – and put in a glass case and kept in the Society’s corner in the clubhouse, near the Darwin chair. Stracey grinned like the Cheshire Cat. Now he was really and truly the first among equals.


[image: image]


Golf writer Bernard Darwin holds the President’s Putter at the Oxford and Cambridge Golfing Society tournament in Rye, January 1932.
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Bold Davies seeking to blossom afresh



The Times, January 10, 1995


It was late on a winter’s afternoon and Laura Davies was not answering the telephone at her home in Ottershaw, Surrey. Perhaps she was out playing golf? Hardly. The best woman golfer in the world, the woman who won tournaments on five tours last year, often wants nothing to do with golf and this was one of those occasions. She had been gardening and now she was relaxing in the bath.


Ah yes, gardening. A straw hat on her head, basket under her arm and a pair of secateurs in her hand. Some gentle clipping behind the potting shed. That sort of gardening?


Wrong again.


The idea that Davies would do that was as laughable as the notion that she would play short at a par-five. Davies goes for everything she does and gardening is no exception. “I’ve been striding into the brambles, sorting out the rhododendrons, helping on the tractor,” Davies said, summoning up a vivid picture in the mind’s eye. “We’ve got 5½ acres here and 60 per cent of it is undergrowth,” she said. “There is a lot to do. I love it.”


Love is a word Davies uses a lot. Gambling, shopping, sport and fast cars are all loves in a life she pursues with the frenzy of someone being chased in the fast lane. She can afford to indulge herself. She won nearly $1 million in 1994, the record-breaking year when she became the first European, of either sex, to top the United States money list.


Davies sets off today for two tournaments in Florida at the start of her 1995 campaign. It would be sensational if she matched her performances in 1994, when she won at least once in Europe, the United States, Asia, Australia and Japan. For Davies, it all came down to consistency. “I had 33 starts, 22 top tens [finishes],” Davies said. “Not bad, was it? That was what pleased me. My attitude was so much better.


“In the British Open at Woburn, I was five over par after the first ten or 12 holes yet I finished fourth. I wanted to do better last year and I did. I controlled myself better. Before, I used to rush. The quicker I got, the more shots I dropped; and the more shots I dropped, the quicker I got. Now, I tell myself off when I hit a bad shot.”


Achieving more than any other woman golfer before her was not enough for Davies to be voted the BBC television sports personality of the year. Davies was at the ceremony, but as a rubbernecker, not as a recipient. In golf, particularly women’s golf, her being overlooked was seen as a slight, though Davies is characteristically low-key and laid-back about it.


“Believe me, I like winning at everything,” Davies said. “But the public don’t know who I am. Nigel Mansell’s on TV every Sunday, so is Damon Hill. I didn’t think I had a chance of winning. The fact that I was in the running was an honour. I’m not worried about it; it was out of my hands. My attitude these days is that there is no point in worrying about something I can’t do anything about.”


From Davies’s point of view, the evening was a success anyway. She is an uncomplicated lover of sport, and open and generous about her heroes, among whom she moved that night. “I love people who are a bit different,” she said. “I think Mansell is terrific. I stayed up last night until four o’clock in the morning watching the cricket. That Darren Gough is brilliant.”


One wonders where it will all end for Davies? She is 31. Can she continue to improve at the rate she has? The time when she played in the 1984 Curtis Cup at Muirfield seems light years away. For that matter, so does her startling virtuoso performance in the second Solheim Cup, at Dalmahoy, Edinburgh, in 1992, when she was unbeaten and led Europe to a stunning triumph.


Davies, however, has one characteristic that makes it inadvisable to predict normal patterns for her to follow. She is remarkably gifted. She is able to fly in the face of accepted golf wisdom as easily as she launches a 300-yard drive.


Furthermore, she is level-headed, unable to be spoilt by the siren voices of success and certainly not downcast by the dreariness of failure. Her feet are almost off the ground when she hits a drive, but they are planted firmly on terra firma at all other times.


One vignette involving Davies in 1994 remains clear in the memory. It came during the four-balls in the Solheim Cup and Davies and Alison Nicholas, her perennial partner, a par-five and a par-three, were facing Brandie Burton and Dottie Mochrie.


At the 16th, Mochrie pulled her second shot left of the green near a spectator stand. There followed ten minutes of discussion as to the best position for her to drop her ball. Davies, not noted for her patience at the best of times, could hardly stand it. Finally, she turned to her colleague and remarked: “If that was me, I’d have put my ball in my skyrocket [pocket] ages ago and said, ‘it’s all yours, partner’. I don’t know what all the fuss is about. Why don’t they just get on with it?”


That was Davies in 1994, quick, uncomplicated, entertaining and hugely successful; a woman who could never be accused of letting her work intrude on her pleasure. “You’ve got to have fun,” she once said, “otherwise golf would be too much like a real job.” It was her year in 1994. May 1995 be her year, too.


.



Following Darwin and the evolution of Welsh golf



The Times, January 11, 1995


One hundred years ago today men from golf clubs all over Wales climbed aboard railway trains and headed for Shrewsbury. Coming from Borth, Aberdovey and Merionethshire, from Rhyl and Caernarvonshire, from Porthcawl and The Glamorganshire, they made their way to the Raven Hotel, where that evening they agreed to found the Welsh Golfing Union (WGU). Not for the first time, the Welsh were ahead of the English. The English Golf Union was formed in 1924.


It might seem odd for a Welsh organisation to be founded in a county town in England but in those days it was easier to reach Shrewsbury from north and south Wales than from any town in the Principality. One who made regular train journeys was Bernard Darwin, grandson of Charles, who later became golf correspondent of The Times.


It was R.M. Ruck (later Major General Sir Richard), a relative of Darwin, who had called the founding meeting of the WGU. The Ruck family founded Aberdovey Golf Club. With antecedents like these, it was not long before Darwin was roped in, too. He joined the executive committee of the WGU in 1898. Darwin, who wrote like an angel, was one of the greatest of sporting essayists. Almost as much as golf, he loved train journeys and referred to them constantly, though not always favourably. “To get from north to south Wales is not so easy a matter as might be supposed,” he once wrote. “It entails much waiting at junctions, which have been placed in some of the most melancholy and deserted spots on the face of the earth.”


In an essay entitled “Aberdovey” he describes a journey from London to that mid-Wales town where he spent many of his childhood holidays. Its course, he wrote, “my soul loves best of all the courses in the world”. Rereading this essay and feeling the excitement that coursed through Darwin prompted me to recreate this journey.


It could not have begun more felicitously. Darwin wrote of arriving at Euston by cab, of tipping a porter sixpence, of taking a corner seat in a carriage, and of having arrived “absurdly early”. Taxis and porters combined to deliver me, complete with golf clubs and suitcase, and an item that Darwin would not have heard of, let alone possess, a portable computer, equally early to the station.


A train that should have already departed was waiting on the platform and duly began to move unenthusiastically towards the Midlands. “The stations will whirl past,” Darwin wrote, and they did until Birmingham New Street. A screen on platform 7B showed that the Aberystwyth train left at 14.07. At the bottom of the screen were the words Regional Railways, a less mellifluous name than The Cambrian Railway, three words that so excited Darwin.


Then came dirty Wolverhampton, Telford Central, Wellington and Shrewsbury. “At Shrewsbury,” Darwin wrote, “will be encountered my two kind hosts and other golfers bound for the same paradise… then we shall pack ourselves into another carriage, for the second half of our journey… I should not be surprised if we even attempted to waggle each other’s clubs in the extremely confined space at our disposal.”


Last Monday almost every seat was taken as the small, two-carriage “Sprinter” train pointed its nose at the English/Welsh border. In fading light it sped deep into Wales, the luscious green and hedged fields around Welshpool replacing the industrial wastelands of Wolverhampton. Welshpool (Y Trallwng in Welsh) was followed by Newtown (Drenewydd) and Caersŵs (Caersws).


“The train comes into a country of mountains and jolly, foaming mountain streams. It pants up the steep hill to a solitary little station called Talerddig,” Darwin wrote. I shall take Darwin’s word for all that. Of jolly, foaming mountain streams I saw little because it was dark and rain pounded the windows. Of Talerddig, I saw nothing. Dr Beeching and his railway cuts had seen to that.


Then came Machynlleth (“Let a Saxon try to pronounce that!” Darwin wrote). The pretty and newly painted station had an Edwardian glass roof reaching out to protect passengers on both platforms. It was the penultimate stop. The journey that had begun six hours earlier was nearly over. “Then on again through the darkness, til we stop once more,” was as true now as when Darwin wrote it. “There is a wild rush of small boys outside our carriage window, fighting and clamouring for the privilege of carrying our clubs.” That wasn’t quite the same. Aberdovey was reached in pitch darkness. One passenger alighted onto a station that was totally deserted. The train whirred away into the night, heading north for Pwllheli (let a Saxon try pronouncing that!).


I trudged away from the station wondering whether Darwin would recognise Aberdovey in January 1995. Over my shoulder was the wonderful golf course, ahead of me the neat little town. Despite a film of rain, I knew exactly how Darwin had felt because I felt the same way. His words would do for me. Not for the first time he had written it better. “Nunc dimittis – we have arrived at Aberdovey.”


.



Rise of Spaceman and The Don



The Times, January 31, 2000


Readers of this column who have long memories will remember how in part one of the story entitled “The Golfing Adventures of Spaceman and The Don”, Luke Donald, also known as The Don, left his home in Beaconsfield to take up a place at university in Chicago, and was named the best collegiate golfer of the year in the United States in June 1999.


Part two of the story begins with the toppling of The Don from his position of superiority in American college golf by Paul Casey, also known as Spaceman, a member at Burhill Golf Club in Surrey, who is on a golf scholarship at Arizona State University.


Now Casey is ranked No 1 and Donald No 2. Never before have golfers from these shores achieved such success in such a competitive arena – not even Sandy Lyle or Nick Faldo, who both attended American universities for a time in the 1970s. If this time last year it could be said that the best college golfer in the States was English, now it can be said that the two best are English.


“I am not sure about the rankings,” Donald said. “I won two tournaments and finished sixth and thirteenth in two others, while Paul came second and eleventh in the two he played, yet he overtook me. It’s a funny system.”


Donald and Casey are both 22. They grew up within 50 miles of each other in the south of England and were rivals at junior level, before Donald went to Northwestern University to study for a liberal arts degree, while Casey won a scholarship to the university where Phil Mickelson studied in the early 1990s.


Donald is the better-known of the two, having played junior and youth golf for England, but Casey, who has not yet represented his country, returned to England last summer to compete in the English Amateur, knowing that victory in that would cement his place in the Walker Cup team. He achieved that aim impressively; the two men were then paired together at Nairn and won all their matches.


Donald is quiet, thoughtful, calm and composed. His nickname, The Don, comes obviously enough from his surname. “Sometimes he is known as Don Corleone,” Casey said. “The Americans sometimes call him Cool Hand Luke, which he doesn’t like.” Casey, who is more outgoing, just as disciplined and no less composed, is known as Spaceman.


“Why am I known as Spaceman?” Casey mused. “Because I am a little out there. I used to hit it all over the place and get up and down from outrageous positions. I used not to be so focused.”


The quiet strength that the two men share is striking. They are confident and articulate and have a British modesty allied to an American self-assurance. “Paul is very powerful, has a good short game and believes in himself,” Donald said. “Luke is emotionally very stable. Everything about him is solid,” Casey responded.


But whereas Donald was calmer and more matter of fact about the time he was leading the US rankings, ahead of so many well-known names, Casey is clearly quite excited to be in that position now.


“It is good fun to be first and second in the US,” Casey said. “It keeps the Americans quiet. They love to talk about themselves and it is nice to shut them up. I think it gets their goat that Luke or myself is No 1. They are frustrated that foreigners have come over and are taking their glory. They don’t like it and that spurs us on even more, of course.


“Luke and I play well together because we both think we are good golfers who value and respect each other’s games,” Casey continued. “One week I see him win, the next he sees me win. Luke has a quiet confidence. There is not a shot he can’t play and I like to think the same is true of me. The strength of his game is that his all-round game is strong rather than any one aspect of it.”


Last week, Donald and Casey were representing the English Golf Union at the Lake Macquarie Greater Invitational Amateur in Australia, a 72-hole strokeplay event at a course 1½ hours from Sydney. Donald finished second, nine under par, Casey took third place on a countback, eight under par. Casey earned a rare accolade from the club captain. “He is the best striker of the ball I have seen in the 30 years of this competition,” Richard Flanagan said.


It is encouraging for British amateur golf that both intend to remain as amateurs until they finish their studies. That means Peter McEvoy, the captain, will have both of them available for Great Britain and Ireland’s defence of the Eisenhower Trophy, the world amateur team event, in Berlin later this year, as well as for the defence of the Walker Cup at Sea Island, Georgia, next year.


“I think I could play on tour,” Casey said. “But give me 1½ years to develop my game more, to get my degree and I will have more success later. I am still learning.”


McEvoy is unstinting in his praise for both men. “Luke is close to being the finished article,” McEvoy said. “He is a Peter Thomson type of golfer, a Neil Coles or a Hale Irwin, very consistent and very accurate, a complete player. Paul has more of the Tony Jacklin in his heyday about him. He is very powerful and a formidable player, but he has some improving to do. Both will turn pro in time and I expect both to do very well.”


.



“I harbour hopes that the pessimism will be confounded”



The Times, January 2, 2013


He stood tall and erect, a slim figure with an authoritative air, surveying the scene at Royal St George’s. There was mud to the left of him, mud to the right. He had something like a cagoule spread over his shoulders, a hat with muffs that dropped down over each ear and a pair of binoculars dangling around his neck. He was ready for any contingency at his club when it staged the Open in 2011.


I never saw Christopher Martin-Jenkins at Lord’s or the Oval or Trent Bridge, but I can imagine him at those places from the way he was at golf clubs such as Sandwich, Wentworth and Sunningdale. He looked at home in these clubs, in an appropriately coloured sports jacket and club tie. Clearly he understood the rhythms and peculiarities of golf and a golf club as well as he did those of cricket.


At The Grove he had been due to play with a group of colleagues, but he forgot to turn up. Alerted as to his faux pas and apologetic to a fault, he raced up by car in time to join us for lunch, making some typically self-deprecating remark: “I am sorry. I am a complete prat. Please forgive me.”


The Martin-Jenkins swing caught my eye on the 6th tee of the East course at Wentworth some years ago. As he addressed his ball, there came a wry comment about one of our group: “Seventeen handicap? My foot.” Then followed the swing, an elegant, languid swish in which it was possible to detect the influences of cricket, and particularly batting. He was strong through the ball. If on that occasion it looked better than it performed, on many other occasions it would perform as well as it looked.


He loved Pulborough, the West Sussex golf club where his name was on a few honours boards. We never did have the game there that we had been promising one another.


“You have not taken in that I can never play golf again, whatever happens to the other affected areas, hip and liver, because I was given a fasciotomy which went wrong,” he wrote, understandably somewhat acerbically, in an e-mail last month. “Secretly I harbour hopes that all the pessimism will be confounded.”


It wasn’t and when our small golf group gathers at Sunningdale next month for our annual competition, a minute’s silence will be called for in memory of a cricket writer who looked so at home in golfing surroundings. We will remember him with affection as one who could slice, hook, top, sclaff, foozle and dunch with the best of us and then be a genial companion in the clubhouse afterwards.


.



Jack Nicklaus still out in front as he shoots 70



The Times, January 21, 2010


He is 70 today and somewhere in a fast-running stream in the Rocky Mountains, a man in a check shirt with thinning fair hair will arch his back and cast for a fish.


Jack Nicklaus being Jack Nicklaus, he will probably catch one, too. It would be wrong if it were any other way. Perhaps the greatest golfer of all time can expect a bumper catch on the day he enters his eighth decade.


He had a birthday present on Sunday when he and Tom Watson, ten years his junior, won a senior skins game in Hawaii. “Good gracious,” Nicklaus said, using a very Jack Nicklaus phrase. “I play one tournament a year and I win one. That’s 100 per cent. That’s pretty good, isn’t it?”


Good indeed, and no more than he deserves. “The thing that made Jack a great champion was talent, great strength and also a wonderful putter – and really the best mind I have ever seen on a golf course,” Gary Player said. “You never saw him getting upset. You could never tell if he had hit a bad shot. He always had great patience.”


Nicklaus was unquestionably the golfer of the twentieth century, while at the same time being a good husband and father, qualities not attributed to the present world No 1. Nicklaus did it with skill and grace, often flying home from tournaments to attend his children’s football, basketball and baseball games, while knocking off 18 professional major titles and a couple of amateur ones as well.


These days the hallelujahs come long and loud. “I think he has been a wonderful player,” Arnold Palmer, his friend and rival, said. “He has been very, very good for the game. He’s probably the best of all time, and that’s very good.”


For Ben Crenshaw, what was so striking about Nicklaus was his will to win. “He won in a lot of different conditions, different countries, and to me he played with more common sense than almost anybody,” Crenshaw said. “Jack just had a competitive nature and his will was remarkable. He has been so great to everybody and he has meant so much to our game.”


Nearly 20 years ago, during a weekend spent with Nicklaus while he visited courses he was designing in Britain, Ireland and France, he told me he considered his crowning achievement was marrying the former Barbara Bash.


She was so devoted that she watched him play golf on their two-day honeymoon. One night she suffered a miscarriage and did not wake her husband because he was competing in a tournament and needed his rest.


“Marrying Barbara was the best thing that ever happened to me,” Nicklaus said. “I could never have done it without her. When Michael [their fourth son] left college I told Barbara I had a new rule about tournaments. If she doesn’t go, I don’t go.”


Talk of Nicklaus being a successful family man inevitably brings us to Tiger Woods. Nicklaus was the golfer of the past century; Woods wants to be the golfer of this century. The two, one twice as old as the other, seem inseparable in conversation, like dollars and cents. Comparisons follow the mention of their names and almost always they favour Nicklaus.


“Please don’t ask me to feel sorry for [Woods],” reads a letter in an American golf magazine. “He wanted all the trappings of fame and fortune but none of the responsibilities. He may come back and surpass Jack’s 18 majors. Jack Nicklaus is a man to be admired as a brilliant player, husband and father. Tiger Woods will never be Jack Nicklaus.”


Nicklaus’s total of 18 major championships is the benchmark and one that Woods, who has 14, wants to pass. Who is to say what will happen now? Woods’s extraordinary fall from grace has emphasised one of the game’s great talking points: will he beat Nicklaus’s record?


“Let’s see him do it first,” Nicklaus said a couple of years ago, not conceding an inch. More recently he said: “The guy’s awfully good. I think he’ll probably pass my record, but he still has to do it.”


Two years ago, when Woods was recovering from surgery to his left knee, Nicklaus telephoned his pursuer. “I told him, ‘Tiger, you know nobody ever wants their records to be broken,’” Nicklaus said. “‘Certainly I don’t want you breaking my records. However, I don’t want you not breaking my records because you’re not healthy. I don’t want outside forces preventing you from performing as an athlete.’”


Yet that is what is happening. “Tiger has his own personal problems right now and they’re none of my business,” Nicklaus said.


“This is a tough year for him. If he comes back and plays the Masters, Pebble Beach [the US Open] and St Andrews [the Open], which are his meat, I think Tiger will do well. I expect him to come back and be Tiger. If he doesn’t come back and doesn’t play those almost three gimmes, then he’ll have a harder time breaking my record.”


Just as Nicklaus knew how to line up a putt and how not to putt until he was ready, so he has no difficulty in putting in perspective the Woods episode.


“The game had Bobby Jones, the game had Walter Hagen, Arnold Palmer, Gary Player, Tom Watson, Lee Trevino, Nicklaus,” the “Golden Bear” said in a telephone interview before Christmas. “The game always survived that. The game will continue to go forward.


“Tiger is a big influence, probably the largest one we ever had. And, certainly, we hope he comes back and plays. It’s not all about one person. The game is a big game.”


Happy birthday, Jack.


[image: image]


Jack Nicklaus playing in the 2005 Open, which was to be the last of his professional career.
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That’s what they call “experience”



Golf International, January/February 2010


We have all seen the wildlife programmes in which a lioness is curled up under a tree with her cubs around her. They are noisy, arguing with one another, annoying her until suddenly she reaches out a paw and clips the smallest and noisiest cub around the head. It gives a yelp and then it quietens down.


That is what Lee Westwood, 36, did to Rory McIlroy, 20, in the Dubai World Championship that decided the Race to Dubai. He cuffed McIlroy around the ear, gave him a good kicking.


At the start of the week Westwood was second, £114,000 behind McIlroy, the Race to Dubai leader, yet the Englishman taught his young stablemate a lesson in all aspects of the game – the playing of it, the mental approach to it, what to say and what not to say, what to do and what not to do, when to talk and when to keep quiet. In short, Westwood beat him all ends up.


It helped that Westwood’s golf was exceptional. He hardly made a mistake in 72 holes. One can sense that when it was all over and McIlroy had gone away to think about it he must have felt quite bruised at what had been done to him. One hopes that he learnt from it. He will win plenty in his time and when he does he might regard the third week in November 2009 as having been hard but beneficial.


Westwood and McIlroy had begun sparring on a BBC online forum. “They [Westwood and Darren Clarke] think the nickname they have given me [‘Titch’] is hilarious so I guess I’m stuck with it until they get too old and fat to play on tour any more,” McIlroy said.


This was McIlroy’s first mistake. Confidence is one thing; irreverence is another. When McIlroy is older and heavier, he will be more mindful of gibes made about age and weight.


“We’re just having a laugh,” Westwood said, “and I’m a little better at it than he is because I’ve got 16 years’ more experience. I can normally wind him up.” This is exactly what Westwood did. In the opening exchanges, Westwood landed more blows than McIlroy.


When the two of them were paired together for the first round, Westwood’s psychological dominance was soon to surface again. He loved the confrontational nature of it. He was confident and he dictated the terms, how much they talked, what they talked about and so on. Having gone round in 66, two strokes fewer than McIlroy, he was in his element, the more so because he realised McIlroy was not.


“I didn’t think I would find it as difficult as I did,” McIlroy said later before making another error. He owned up to the world that he did not want to play with Westwood again. What was the message here? That Westwood was proving too much for him?


Westwood later said that had the roles been reversed he would not have said such a thing, even if he had thought it. “But then I’ve been on tour 16 years and he has been on tour three years and it’s something he’ll learn over time.” Round two to Westwood as well.


After 27 holes McIlroy had overtaken Westwood and led by two strokes. Westwood said he was not aware of this. “I have no interest in anybody else’s game this week,” Westwood explained. Take this with a pinch of salt. It is hard to imagine that Westwood had not caught a glimpse of a scoreboard that showed how well McIlroy was doing but the last thing he was going to do was to acknowledge a rival’s success publicly. Round three to Westwood.


By Sunday Westwood was two strokes ahead of Ross McGowan and five of McIlroy. He continued to demonstrate the rare calm and unusual degree of confidence that he had all week. Did this get through to his challengers, particularly McIlroy? If it did, it was meant to. “I think the way you are, the way you portray yourself can be intimidating to other people,” Westwood admitted on Sunday. “I am not saying it was but it certainly helped.” Round four to Westwood.


One further factor might have influenced Westwood. It was that McIlroy had disregarded Westwood’s, Darren Clarke’s and Ernie Els’s advice, as well as that of Chubby Chandler, his manager, to remain mainly in Europe. On the eve of the tournament McIlroy publicly admitted he was going to join the PGA Tour in the US. I dare say this gave Westwood more motivation to teach his young rival a lesson.


One last thing. What colour shirt did Westwood wear on Sunday? Red, the same as Tiger Woods. Westwood was doing what Woods demonstrates so often, namely that the hitting of a shot is only part of golf. Having a strong mind and dominating rivals is the other half.


All in all, Westwood outplayed and out-thought McIlroy quite strikingly. “Sometimes what you say off the course and the mind games you play are as important as the pressure you can put on people on the golf course,” Westwood said.


He certainly demonstrated this to be true down in Dubai.
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Blackball, not fourball



The Sunday Times, January 29, 1989


It was Ludovic Kennedy who the other day raised the subject of prejudice in golf. In his recently published autobiography, he recounts how he was blackballed when his name was put forward for membership at Muirfield; as a result, he believes, of his championing the cause of Patrick Meehan, a man wrongly jailed for murder.


“I was so sad about this because I am a clubbable person by nature, and have never regarded a game of golf as anything but an occasion of social exchange,” he wrote.


What caused Kennedy more concern was that shortly after this episode he was also blackballed by the Senior Golfers’ Society. (A point hotly disputed by the SGS, who maintain that he was merely unsuccessful in six successive ballots.) “I was annoyed about that,” Kennedy said last week. “I thought that was a very dirty trick.”


Kennedy is not the first to discover that what matters in golf is not only your handicap but, sadly, also your politics, religion, colour and sex. For all that golf gives the impression of being honest and sociable, it is only up to a point, Lord Copper.


Talk to a Jewish person about joining a golf club in London and there’ll be a hollow laugh. As the Jewish character Lionel Richards, in a short story by Brian Glanville, discovers when he tries to become a member of a golf club, there has been both overt and covert discrimination. “Yes, I am a [Jew],” says Richards in Join the Club, “…but what’s that got to do with playing golf?”


“I’m afraid we have a Jewish quota,” replied the club secretary.


“What does that mean?”


“It means we can’t admit you.”


Years ago this led to Jews deciding to form their own golf clubs, which were and are non-sectarian: among them Dyrham Park, Hartsbourne, Coombe Hill, Potters Bar and Abridge in Essex, are in or near London. The Association of Jewish Golf Clubs and Societies has 12 member clubs, including Moor Allerton near Leeds, the oldest Jewish club in Europe, and Bonnyton in Glasgow.


Nearly 30 years ago, allegations of discrimination against Jews were made against Hertfordshire golf club Moor Park. “There are no quotas here any more,” said John Davies, the club secretary, last week. “We have quite a few Jews on our committee. In fact, a couple of years ago we had a Jewish captain. I would say that between five and seven per cent of our members are Jewish.”


The new outcasts in golf are the Japanese. Their ambassador has playing facilities in Sunningdale, but his fellow countrymen have had to buy a golf club, make weekend raids on accommodating London clubs or take their turns at Ealing driving range.


Perhaps a lack of opportunity and exposure to the game are among the reasons why golf has remained the plaything of the middle classes. The Professional Golfers’ Association says there are 3,400 pros, assistant pros and retired members in Britain and Ireland. Just two of them are black – Jim Howard at Pontypool and Roland West at Altrincham municipal course.


I know many golf clubs where the attitude of the male members towards the female members resembles that of Victorian fathers to their children. Never mind that we have a Queen on the throne, and are led by a female prime minister. Women, sometimes patronisingly referred to as “girls”, are tolerated, and that is about all.


The Equal Opportunities Commission is recommending that legal measures be taken against clubs that offer membership to both men and women and then discriminate against women.


“Discriminatory rules within mixed-sex private clubs, including golf clubs, are the source of constant complaint to the commission,” said Joanna Foster, chair of the EOC. “Clearly this is now an unacceptable situation which the EOC has recommended the government should resolve by amending the Sex Discrimination Act to bring such clubs within its scope.”


“There’s nothing to beat a round of golf,” says Ludovic Kennedy, recalling a lifetime’s involvement in the game.


I might suggest that there is nothing to match it for those who are white, Christian, middle-class, Anglo-Saxon and male.
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Baker-Finch ponders parting shot



The Times, January 29, 1998


Ian Baker-Finch, the 1991 Open champion, was at home in Australia at 10 o’clock on Monday night. He was sitting in front of a television set surrounded by his family. For the moment, the 37-year-old Australian was not thinking about his retirement from competitive golf, which had made news around the world. This is because he says he has not decided to retire and because he was engrossed in watching the Australian Open tennis tournament. So when his mobile telephone rang, the last person he expected to find on the end of it was a journalist from Britain.


At this point it would have been no surprise if Baker-Finch had decided to put the telephone down. After all, he had refused to take any of the other calls made to him by journalists since the retirement story had appeared. This time, though, the innate courtesy of the Australian surfaced, the courtesy that has made him so popular at tournaments around the world these past 19 years.


He started to talk. “The words ‘I have decided to retire’ never passed my lips,” Baker-Finch said slowly. “I am taking an extended rest. This is not retirement. I am just having a look at what has happened. I am not practising as much as before. I said I felt I was playing better than I had for a long time by not playing much. Really, what I would like to be able to do is to change my name, come back in a different body and go and play without the pressure of being Ian Baker-Finch. My problem is I can’t do that and I have to live with that. I realised when I tried to play the British Open last year that I should not have. Although I had practised well, my insides would not allow me to play.”


Golfers have nothing but sympathy for Baker-Finch. They remember how well he swung the club and scored when he triumphed at Royal Birkdale in July 1991 and they have watched his recent fall from grace with the uneasy feelings one has when one sees a friend go off the rails. They might have mixed reactions to the antics of John Daly, but Baker-Finch’s troubles have generated enormous compassion.


Just about everyone in golf remembers the way he drove twice out of bounds on the 1st hole of the 1995 Open at St Andrews and the anguish he suffered before, during and after that 92 in the Open last summer. They know that since 1993 he has played all four rounds in only three of the 22 tournaments he has entered and they also remember how he disqualified himself after eight holes of the first round of a tournament before Christmas. They can understand the mental torture Baker-Finch must have gone through and their instincts have always been to ask why he continued to put himself through all this anguish.


Golf has a power to inflict pain in a way that few other games have. Often the torture chamber is on the greens, where players from the mid nineteenth century to the last knockings of the twentieth have been victims of the yips. It can be from the tee, too, as it seems to be with Baker-Finch. Or it can be both.


Imagine you are already the champion golfer of your county and one morning you wake up and find yourself improved by a factor of ten, which might put you in the same league as Baker-Finch. Now imagine that, on another day, you wake up and find that your talent has gone. It must be the most difficult thing in the world to accept this.


“It would be easy to say ‘that’s it, I’ve had enough’,” Baker-Finch said. “My fellow pros ask me ‘why do you put yourself through it?’ The thing is I still have the desire. I had nine birdies when I played the other day and it is hard realising that I can still play and yet knowing that, when it matters, I am not the same person.


“It is very difficult to realise I cannot compete, that I cannot put aside the bad thoughts. When I was playing well, these bad thoughts passed. But now they are like a self-sabotage mechanism that destroys everything.”


No one wants to see as nice a man as Baker-Finch continue to suffer. He said on Monday night that he wanted to announce his retirement at a time and place of his own choosing. I can only urge him to do it soon, not only for his sake and that of his family, but for all those friends and fans to whom he has brought so much pleasure down the years. Sometimes the obvious course is both the correct and the courageous one. Stop now. That would be the sensible decision.





FEBRUARY


I was stuck in traffic on the M25 when the telephone went. It was 6.45 on a weekday evening and I was due at Moor Park Golf Club at 7pm that night. “I’m in one of those jams where you move at a snail’s pace one minute and 50mph the next,” I said to the caller, a club official with an understandable hint of anxiety in his voice. “I think I’m about 20 miles away.”


I have done a little after-dinner speaking at golf clubs, but though this was after a light dinner it was not the traditional sort of speech. Instead I was to talk about the newly released golf film, The Legend of Bagger Vance, and, indeed, about golf in films generally. It was slim subject matter. Golf has been poorly served by Hollywood – or has Hollywood been poorly served by golf?


There have been baseball and boxing films, a memorable one about rugby league, but hardly any about golf, which surely has the capability of putting on to the screen mouth-wateringly beautiful scenery at the very least. Think of golf and films and you come up with the match between James Bond and Goldfinger in the eponymous film, with Caddyshack, and with Follow the Sun, about Ben Hogan, which may be the best golf film ever made.


The evening at Moor Park was reminiscent of evenings I used to spend with my father at Stinchcombe Hill Golf Club in Gloucestershire when a film in Shell’s Wonderful World of Golf series was being shown. Another series was made at the turn of the millennium and not long ago I watched Jack Nicklaus and Gary Player compete against one another over Sunningdale’s New Course while some of my friends who are members there tried to look conspicuous in the background.


I might be biased but I found it as compelling at the start of a new millennium as I had found the previous series nearly half a century earlier. Even now, even after the release of two more golf films, Tin Cup and The Match, I am puzzled: golf seems a natural subject for a film, a slow-moving, elegant, gentlemanly game in which the scenery is stunning and varied. There are hundreds of storylines. Why aren’t there more films about it or at least involving it? I suppose the answer lies in the form of another question: why aren’t there more films about sport?


In Februarys past I have eaten breakfast with Player at Blair Atholl, his 1,000-acre estate outside Johannesburg, talked to Ernie Els as he moved towards victory in the South African PGA Championship at The Wanderers in Johannesburg, listened to the sane voice of Peter Thomson in Perth, Western Australia, speaking out against appearance money and wishing that Greg Norman would compete in tournaments in Australia for smaller remuneration.


When he was the world No 1 and living in the US, Norman, born in Queensland in 1955, must have felt that he couldn’t please everyone. Controversy swirled around his pearly-coloured hair. There were those in Australia who applauded him for his success around the world and those who criticised him for not returning more often to the country of his birth to give golf there a boost and, when he did so, for accepting huge appearance fees. In February 1996 he was competing in Perth and there was so much criticism that in The Times I described him as wary, more guarded and less relaxed than usual.


“It’s the tall poppy syndrome,” Frank Williams, his manager, said. “If a man has a Rolls Royce in the United States, Americans will look at it and say ‘I want one of those’. If you parked a Rolls Royce in Collins Street in Melbourne, it is likely to be scratched.”


Seeing a national figure so ill at ease and coming under so much criticism in his home country was surprising and in an article written while I was in Perth I concluded: “This week, a great white shark is at bay on land – his own land. It is a shame.”


With his striking hair and an Australian easiness, Norman was good for journalists. He would always talk, even if sometimes he didn’t say anything. Quite often he did. Seeing a group of us at a tournament on Hilton Head Island in the US in the days after his collapse in the last round at the 1996 Masters, he said, cheerily: “Fingers sore from all the typing, boys?”


That collapse gave rise to one of the best stories about Norman. On the Saturday night of the third round of that Masters, after which he had a lead of six strokes over Nick Faldo, Norman found himself in the lavatory of the locker room at Augusta National standing alongside the late Peter Dobereiner, the revered golf writer. “Well, Greg,” Dobereiner said. “Even you can’t fuck it up from here.” Sadly, Norman could and did.


One February I wrote perhaps my hundredth story about Faldo, this time as he was making his first steps in his career as a golf analyst and commentator on television in the US. That this sometimes sullen and taciturn man could become a star of golf coverage there remains one of the game’s surprises. Yet he has, which goes to show that the journalists who presented a picture of Faldo as a prickly non-communicator who cared only about his golf certainly may have got the first part of that description wrong. I know. I was one of them.


February does not have a major championship, and it has only one World Golf Championship tournament. It might seem to be a nothing month. Yet by February both the European and American professional golf seasons are well under way and, as you are about to read, I always found it to be anything but a nothing month.


.
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Tiger Woods’s wooden act of theatre does little to restore aura of greatness



The Times, February 20, 2010


In the 15 years since Tiger Woods made his first appearance in Europe, competing as a member of the victorious four-man United States team in the Eisenhower Trophy in Paris, I have seen him countless times. I have seen him angry and tired, victorious and defeated, smiling and morose, but I have never seen him as he appeared during his 14-minute confession on television yesterday, perspiring, tieless and uncomfortable, close to tears.


Suddenly those moments on a golf course when he wheels away after holing a putt and raises his right arm, fist clenched, bicep rippling, were miles away. His 14 major championships were of no use to him now. For all that he is probably the best-known sportsman in the world and the No 1 golfer, he was a tall, lonely-looking figure for 840 seconds yesterday morning, slightly stooping as he stood at a lectern reading his mea culpa.
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