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Introduction


Starting in late 2005, the European Tour Qualifying School took over my life. I was searching for a topic appropriate for my first golf book and I remembered reading a fascinating feature about the Q School in a long-forgotten issue of The Observer sports magazine. However, I could neither find the issue nor much of anything else about this end-of-season tournament where the fringe players from the Tour meet up with the new young pretenders. I remembered that they all fight for a few invitations at the end of each season to the following year’s European Tour where reputations are earned and much money is harvested.


With only curiosity to guide me, I attended a First Stage Q School event at The Oxfordshire Golf Club the following September. There I found no pressroom or even a single other journalist, just a tournament director in charge of a handful of volunteers and virtually no spectators. And yet, here was a tournament overflowing with human drama: almost every one of the 50 or more players had an emotionally-charged story to tell. There was the Australian player who had borrowed thousands of Aussie dollars from his in-laws to make the 13,000-mile trip; the nephew of Seve Ballesteros trying to emulate his famous uncle; a bunch of cocky twentysomethings who saw only glory and none of the inevitable sadness of failure; the fortysomethings giving themselves one last chance to “do a Tom Lehman” and become a golfing great in later life; those returning from injury or illness or just a long period of re-engineering their swings “à la Faldo”. I was hooked, particularly (although, perhaps, rather ghoulishly) by the tailspin disasters suffered by so many players who had little more than blind hope of ever reaching the top of the sport. At times, Q School seemed much like watching a car crash – you couldn’t take your eyes off it.


So, over the next 10 years, I wrote news reports, features, columns, blogs, tweets and books all about this torture chamber of a sporting event that had seen the likes of Westwood, Clarke, Olazabal, Lyle, Montgomerie, Woosnam, Goosen, Harrington, Poulter, Rose, Jimenez and many more pass through.


This book is my third that captures the raw human emotion running through this tournament. Material from my two previous books on the subject – Golf On The Edge: Triumphs & Tragedies of Q School and Q School Complete – forms the basis of this volume, but previous stories have been revisioned and plenty of new information and interviews have been added to make the misery and the magic even more compelling.


In truth, the power of the book rests in the poignant words spoken by the indomitable players who visit the School each year, sometimes it seems to me, in direct contradiction to their well-being.


These golfers became friends, men who I cared about and hoped would succeed. They allowed me to question them in-depth about their feelings and emotions as much as their golf. It is an odd juxtaposition for a man to be rated in the top 500 golfers in the entire world (remember, that means he’s ahead of many millions of others) and yet feel that he is nowhere near good enough because he exists on the fringes of the sport, among the regulars at Q School. Visiting the School regularly often brings that situation to a head: you may have been a golf champion at some early stage of your career, but taking the final step onto the most prestigious stage is beyond you.


However, there are also few more heart-warming stories than a successful journey through Q School. It is a glorious accomplishment that can change someone’s life, both personally and professionally.


But basically, Q School is about struggle: men trying to avoid failure and put food on the family table; it’s their battle for self esteem, the search for enough courage to keep believing when the odds are stacked against them. Sports psychologists can make a lot of money out of Q School.


It is the words of the players themselves that speak most powerfully. One of the most memorable conversations I had was with Sandy Lyle, a Masters and Open champion who reached the absolute heights of the sport, but who began like so many others as a humble Q Schooler with just a bag full of potential.


I spoke to Sandy at The Belfry in 2007 and, although he may not always be the most eloquent of interviewees, the subject of the Q School made him very animated. His memories of his one-and-only visit were clear, even after almost 30 years, and his quote summed up the pain that so many players felt both back then and still today.


“Q School is gut-wrenching. It’s not a nice week and once you’re through it, you want to make sure it’s the last time you see it. If you get into your mind what (Q School) means then you’d never make a backswing,” he said and, with that, I understood.


After reading this book, I hope you understand too.


 


 


Ross Biddiscombe


November 2015
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How It All Began


The European Tour Q School grew out of a time when professional tournament golfers were different to those we know today. It came about because of developments in the early 60s in America where, the modern-day great triumvirate of Arnold Palmer, Jack Nicklaus and Gary Player was bringing crowds to golf tournaments like never before. Even more crucially, there was a growing television audience and many pros in America were earning good money via a flourishing national golf tour.


Then in 1968, the few hundred regular American tournament pros decided it was time to distinguish themselves from the club professionals. The tournament pros began organising their own golf tour, known as the PGA Tour, that for the first time operated separately from the PGA of America, the organisation originally set up in 1916 to look after every pro golfer, especially the tens of thousands of club pros from all 50 states of the Union. However, the two different types of golf pro had grown apart and tournament golfers in America created their own structure in which to thrive. That structure included a season-long money list to rank the top pros and also an end-of-season tournament to position the fringe players and those wishing to join the tour the following year.


Not surprisingly, British golfers saw what was happening and wanted the same. Since their own professional golfers association was formed in 1901, traditional club pros had been happy with life in their shop, giving lessons, selling gear and playing in pro-ams. But by the late 1960s, there was a band of highly competitive pros who had dreams of earning a living playing tournaments not from a golf club shop and retainer.


The problem was that event prize money for the best British and European pro golfers was scarce at this time and forced almost every player to live both lives, that of the club pro and the tournament pro. Men like Neil Coles, Peter Alliss, Bernard Hunt, Dave Thomas, Christy O’Connor Snr and a young Tony Jacklin all took club jobs at least at the start of their careers because there was not a living wage in prize money alone.


There were simply too few top quality tournaments in Britain and Europe and they were scattered randomly throughout the spring and summer. Few Europeans played in UK-based tournaments and the reverse was true about British golfers playing on continental Europe even though events like the French Open (first played in 1906) and the Italian Open (which dates back to 1925) had marvelous heritages.


In addition, each event in every country was organised individually by different people usually with the host club secretary or club pro as tournament director and that meant almost no consistency or co-ordination. British and European golfers needed a strong, single, international calendar of events if they were to match the Americans and also take advantage of golf’s growing popularity with TV and sponsors.


The same split between the two types of golf pros that had happened in America started on the other side of the Atlantic in October 1971 when the highly respected John Jacobs was made Tournament Director General of a new division of the PGA that was to look after the tournament pros alone.


Jacobs got started in time to plan the 1972 season and added some continental European events for the first season of the Tournament Players Division (now the European Tour). By 1975, he had reorganised the Order of Merit structure that ranked players on the tour, basing it on prize money instead of a previously-used points system and, a year later, there were more much-needed improvements: Sunday finishes were introduced in selected tournaments to help develop more TV coverage and increase attendances at the events; and pre-tournament pro-ams were played to involve and encourage big-name sponsors. But there was another change that needed to happen, just like it had in America.


The system for entering tournaments had been one of the main gripes for newly-minted tournament pros in the 60s and 70s. The process had become unwieldy, impractical and expensive for the players who were becoming bored (and even bankrupt) by what was known as Monday Qualifying.


A typical tour week consisted of: Monday – qualifying; Tuesday – practice day; Wednesday – start of the tournament; Thursday – hope you make the cut; Friday – either leave the tournament because you missed the cut or play round three and get yourself into a money-making position; and Saturday – play round four, receive a cheque and travel home. Then Sunday was either a rest day or a day to travel to the next event. It was a punishing schedule in the days before the full development of fast motorway routes and multiple cheap flight options to destinations far away.


Also, the system for pros to enter into tournaments was completely different than it is today: the top 60 players from the previous season’s money list were the core of the Tour and they qualified to play in every event on Tour (today, that core number of pros qualifying on the basis of the previous season’s money list is 110).


After the top 60, then the next players on the qualified list were those who made the cut the previous week; this category rewarded players on form and also meant that when they finished the tournament on Saturday, they were not faced with the prospect of trying to qualify for the next event on the following Monday, two days later.


The next qualifiers would be a number of local pros performing well on the regional order of merit (tournament directors thought these players would attract more spectators from the area). For continental European tournaments this local number of qualifiers would often be larger than for UK-based tournaments (it was a way that the tour organisers could help the development players from across Europe). Finally, there would be some sponsor’s invites and, once all those players had been allocated spots in the tournament, then the number of places left for Monday qualifiers could be calculated. It was often less than a dozen.


Of course, the more successful the tour became in attracting prize money, so the number of Monday qualifiers would increase. It could mean a player traveling to an event in time to play 18 or 36 holes of qualifying golf on Monday for perhaps only a handful of starting spots and, if he failed, then he went home without any income. He would try again at the next Monday Qualifying in seven days time, but even if he got one of the tournament starting spots, then he still had to make the two-round cut in order to earn any money to live on. This system had become increasingly clunky and too expensive (in both time and money) for many pros wishing to break through. You would have to be a masochist to continue that life for more than a year or two, so something had to be done – that something was Qualifying School, introduced at the end of the 1976 season.


The plan was for Q School (sometimes also known as Tour School) to help create a fully-exempt tour, a formula by which pros were ranked in a sophisticated ladder at the start of each season using categories that rewarded success. Rather than try to turn the pro’s world upside down in one fell swoop, the first Q School was staged with something more simple in mind: to create a membership. The tour wanted to control the numbers of players entering tournaments and develop levels or rankings; it wanted a system that was aspirational. The idea of the first Q School was that only if you were successful, could you become a member of the Tour. Without Tour membership, a player did not have access to the growing number of tournaments and the increasing prize money. To be on the European Tour, therefore, was to be at the top level of professional tournament golf.


“We could see ourselves being swamped by entries into Monday Qualifying by pros who just weren’t good enough, but fancied turning up. That was not ideal, so we wanted a system where only players with Tour membership could enter the pre-qualifying,” says John Paramor, now the Tour’s chief referee, but then a key member of the tournament staging staff.


The practical benefit of the Q School’s pecking order system for entry is that it allows players both at the top and bottom of the pro golf ladder to know what events are available to them before the start of their tournament year; it allows them to plan their playing calendar; and it also gives them higher level tournaments to aspire to where the bigger prize money exist.


In 1976, the inaugural Q School event would be organised by senior tournament administrator Tony Gray along with Paramor. It was decided that the top 120 players and ties would become members of the Tour. This membership would allow entry to the Monday Qualifying tournament at all the events; it did not give players a single guaranteed start in any event, but it did separate them from the rest of the tournament pros and it did give them a unique opportunity to make money on what would be an increasingly lucrative Tour


Tournament entry for the season after the first Q School (1977) was as follows: the top 60 from the 1976 Order of Merit were allowed into each tournament; those who finished 61st to 120th were allowed into every Monday Qualifying event; the Q School Tour Card winners (better known then as ‘membership’ winners) were also allowed into every Monday qualifying event; and, finally, any player not in the top 60 Order of Merit category but who made the cut in the previous week’s event automatically teed it up at the following week’s tournament. In addition, each tournament could include local golfers from their region or country (eg the top 10 of a regional or national Order of Merit) and there were also players invited by the sponsor. This is how the make-up of a normal 156-man event would be constructed.


The bad news for those players who failed at Q School was that there were no changes during a season, no way to alter your category. So, if you missed out at the School in November one year, then you simply had no way onto the Tour for another 12 months; your tournament playing career was on hold. This was not quite the all-exempt tour that the administrators wanted, but it was a major step towards it.


The bulk of the European golfers were not yet putting pressure on the Tour chiefs to make changes to the rules of entry; many were still happy with the status quo. The traditional golf pro’s life still functioned for even the younger pros of that era. For example, Ryder Cup captain-to-be Sam Torrance loved tournament prize money, yet still needed his wage as an assistant pro at Sunningdale in Surrey and Howard Clark did the same at Moor Allerton in Yorkshire. Two income streams meant less risk. Certainly, the idea of giving up a pro’s club job and simply relying on the Tour (a winner’s cheque might be £5,000, but a finish outside the top 20 paid only a couple of hundred pounds) was a bit of a long shot. However, the die had been cast and there was no going back.


And so the European Tour Q School had been born. It was not fancy and there was almost no media coverage, but its invention was significant. As the popularity of European pro tournament golf increased, the Q School helped keep the sport under control: it sifted out the unwanted and the untalented, plus it began to build a history of stories that would add a whole new meaning to the torture or the triumph of being a golfer.
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Q School Explained


To understand Q School, think of golf as a meritocracy. Just as a football teams move between leagues with end-of-season promotion and relegation, so professional tournament golfers need a system of rankings each season to ensure the best players will play in the best tournaments and lower-rated pros will take part in their own lower-rated events. You improve and you move up the professional ladder (promotion), you lose form and you tumble down (relegation). A Q School is part of the method that fixes the status of players on the professional ladder.


Pro golfers will usually begin their pro careers at regional PGA events or on the mini tours (such as the EuroPro Tour in England) where a high end-of-season finish will mean promotion to a more prestigious tour. Players can progress via this season-long method to the Challenge Tour and, by the same means, to the European Tour.


However, the European Tour Q School provides another, quicker, more dramatic way to the very top. There is no need for 12 months of slog on a tour, just turn up, play well enough and you receive a Tour Card, an invitation to some of the world’s richest events.


No modern-day players, however, “just turn up”. Generally, Q School entrants fit into three age-range groups: youngsters in their 20s and on the way up in the game; thirtysomethings who have been bouncing around the edges of the top level for a while; and veterans in their 40s trying to recapture a glorious past.


Players come from all over the world to what is now the oldest and most prestigious School since the PGA Tour version in America began sending its Q School entrants to the second-level Web.com Tour in 2013.


The European Tour version consists of 13 separate events in three different stages. The current cost of entry is €1,800 and, for those forced to start at the very beginning, it means 14 rounds of golf, while more senior players may only face the final six rounds.


Over 700 players start at one of the eight, 72-hole First Stage events that take place in September all around Europe. First Stage players will generally be either regular mini tour golfers, high ranking amateurs looking to turn pro or other fringe players who might be returning from an injury or a substantial loss of form.


About 25% of First Stagers (approximately 175 golfers) will progress to Second Stage which consists of four more 72-hole tournaments played in early November. About 300 players take part: the First Stage survivors, plus about 100 more accomplished players who have exemptions allowing them to go straight to Second Stage. Exemptions are handed out for various reasons, from being a previous Q School winner to achieving a high ranking on one of the smaller tours including the Challenge, Asian, EuroPro or ALPs Tours.


From Second Stage, there are approximately 80 who progress (about 20 from each tournament) who make up half the field at Final Stage that takes place towards the middle of November at PGA Catalunya near Girona.


The other half of the 156-man field are mostly players who have come to the end of a disappointing season, including those who will have finished just outside the top 110 in the recently-finished European Tour Race To Dubai. There are also other exempt players including former European Tour champions who have fallen down the rankings, very high-finishing Challenge Tour golfers, leaders of various mini tours and long-time pros still high in the career money list.


The field at Final Stage plays an opening 72 holes before there is a cut for the top 70 and ties. The survivors will then play a further 36 holes, after which the top 25 players and ties will be given Category 15 on the European Tour for the following season – aka a Tour Card. Any player making the 72-hole cut but failing to finish in the top 25 is compensated with an invitation to join the Challenge Tour for the following year.


The Tour Card provides the successful Q Schoolers with at least 20 starts. Some top events like the majors and World Golf Championship tournaments are still out of reach, but players have a reasonable chance of earning enough money to finish in the top 110 in the Race To Dubai and automatically retain their Card 12 months later. However, the competition is so intense that usually only a handful Q School graduates actually manage this feat. The vast majority return to the School the following year.
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PART ONE


Seven Golfers On The Edge


“Golf is like a grindstone: whether it grinds you down or polishes you up, depends on what you are made of ” – Anon.


 


When professional golfers talk about Q School, the most common word they use is “struggle”. While pros may love their sport, a tournament like Q School threatens that feeling. There is so much anxiety involved that the joy of golf is often lost; this is one of the toughest events in the sporting calendar and you survive it rather than enjoy it.


Of course, a chosen few simply blast through the School without a problem, but it is the journeymen pros who make up the vast majority of every Q School entry list. They represent the heart and soul of the tournament. There are many who spend years trying to eke out a living on the fringes of golf’s elite level; they battle normal life-issues – mortgages to pay; wives and children to care for; their own egos to combat – and many of them never achieve a regular place on the European Tour.


For these regular visitors to Q School, the event can become a magnificent obsession, an immensely dark place if failure is the norm.


The seven players featured here all dream of a permanent place at the pinnacle of professional golf, yet they have suffered at the School many times. Their journeys are physically, mentally and financially tough with a potential prize so fabulous (the jet-set lifestyle of a top pro golfer) that it can freeze their brains.


The level of expectation at Q School coupled with the real possibility of another embarrassing failure creates a type of tension that makes the event one of sport’s most gut-churning. A single moment of brilliance can guarantee a Tour Card and a bright future, but an unlucky plugged lie in a bunker or a yipped three foot putt can ruin an entire year of practice and preparation, even an entire career.


Only the top 3% of players who enter the Q School marathon receive a Tour Card each year (usually around 25 to 30) and that means 97% (almost 1,000 players) are failures. Yet despite such long odds, the possible rewards are enormous enough to keep players returning year after year.


Many of the great and the good of world golf originally trod this path: European stars like Colin Montgomerie and Ian Poulter; international major winners such as Retief Goosen and Vijay Singh; and even modern-day champions like young Englishman Matt Fitzpatrick. However, not everyone sailed through the examination first time. For example, Monty did, but Poulter did not; the English Ryder Cup talisman was a four-time visitor before he secured a Card.


The bottom line is that succeeding at Q School is a rite of passage. In terms of nerves and tension, getting a par on the last hole at the School to win a Tour Card is right up there with winning one of the world’s top tournaments. When your very livelihood is on the line, there are few more stressful moments.


This story focuses on 12 months in the lives of seven golfers between the Q School of 2006 and the subsequent event a year later. The seven are all at a crossroads in their careers and they know Q School intimately. They have different backgrounds and different ranges of ability, yet they have one thing in common: the dream of a Tour Card. All they have to do for that is play up to 14 rounds of golf – 252 holes or around 980 individual shots – on as many as three different courses and almost always in par or better.


For all seven, it would be glorious to succeed, but oh-so-painful to fail. It is a cruel school, indeed. 


 


 


The Cast of Characters


 


Sion Bebb – The son of a Wales rugby union star.


 


Playing prospects @ December 2006 – European Tour rookie after gaining first Tour Card.


 


Built like a flank forward, Sion (his Christian name is pronounced ‘Shawn’) almost retired from tournament golf at one point during 2006 because the struggle to achieve his ultimate dream of a regular place on Tour was becoming too onerous, both for financial and domestic reasons. But at the end of that season, he won a Tour Card for the very first time after 20 years as a pro. But now he about to understand that reaching this summit was actually only a chance to try for another – could he earn the necessary €200,000 in the 2007 season to hold onto that Card? Sion, with his self- effacing nature and dry sense of humour, will soon find out just how good he really is in the cut-throat world of professional tournament golf.


 


 


James Conteh – trying to emulate his world champion father.


 


Playing prospects @ December 2006 – Playing EuroPro & Jamega minor tours.


 


When your father was a world champion boxer, you have a lot of sporting heritage to live up to. But there is no glamour in being the son of someone famous you are playing for a few hundred pounds of prize money and your mum is your caddie. For sure, James is a dedicated and accomplished player compared to many of his peers, but he is battling his own demons: he is a young golf pro with a dream of his own that is often shadowed by the achievements of his father, John. If James remains stuck on the mini tours for too long, a nightmare scenario will unfold that he has reached his career ceiling.


 


 


Phil Golding – former French Open champion & Q School veteran.


 


Playing prospects @ December 2006 – Relying on Main Tour invitations and Challenge Tour events.


 


No British golfer has been to Q School more often than Phil; his 17 visits are a record, although one that he is not particularly proud of. Yet his recurring Q School nightmare seemed over in 2003 when he won the French Open, his first European Tour title. The victory shattered talk of an unfulfilled career and there was even talk of him being ready for a Ryder Cup spot. However, three years later in 2006, he found himself back at Q School and failed once again to gain a Card. Now in his forties, Phil is wondering if he can rekindle his moment of glory or if failure at the next Q School at the end of 2007 will effectively mean the end of his career.


 


 


Euan Little – one-time Scottish golfing protégé.


 


Playing prospects @ December 2006 – Sunshine Tour and Challenge Tour events only.


 


Euan is a charming, unassuming Scot uniformly liked by his fellow pros, but he is still waiting for the glorious golf career that was predicted for him as a teenager by his famous coach Bob Torrance. He has yo-yo’d around the edge of the Tour for several years and in November 2006 suffered one of the most painful Q School heartbreaks, missing an 8ft sliding putt on the very last green at the Final Stage tournament to leave him one shot short of a Tour Card. Euan vows to improve in the next 12 months so that his immense promise will finally be fulfilled.


 


 


Andy Raitt – returning from an unlikely injury.


 


Playing prospects @ December 2006 – Full European Tour member after gaining Tour Card.


 


A freak injury to his left hand over a decade ago meant Andy has already lost his career once as well as his first wife, virtually all his money and the original hope of a glorious golfing future. In the last few seasons he has spent almost as much time in an operating theatre or a re-hab facility as on the golf course. Yet, somehow, he has also found the courage to fight his way back, and his Tour Card win in November 2006 was one of the great celebratory stories of recent Q Schools. But his battle with the injury is not over and Andy must now find out if his re-constituted golf game will stand up amidst the heat of the fiercest competition. Or is this season the last, isolated bright spark in a tragically shortened career.


 


 


Martyn Thompson – the club professional with a dream.


 


Playing prospects @ December 2006 – PGA regional events and pro-ams along with full-time job at Parkstone GC in Dorset.


 


Martyn is a solid family man, he’s very successful as a traditional club pro, and life has been good to him. But there is still a stone in his golf shoe – deep down inside his soul, he believes that, at the age of 37 and without ever having gone particularly close before, he can yet break onto the European Tour for the first time. It would be one of the most romantic stories in golf if it happened – the long-time club pro who becomes a member of golf’s elite. Martyn is not the only club pro sitting in his shop fantasising about the glory of life on Tour, but he is one of the few who is prepared to risk his quiet life at home to chase the dream.


 


 


Guy Woodman – searching for the real-life Big Break.


 


Playing prospects @ December 2006 – EuroPro Tour and other selected events.


 


Guy’s dream since he was 12 has been to become a top tournament golfer, but his struggle has been almost overwhelming at times. His life changed when the American TV network The Golf Channel made him a star of their reality show The Big Break in 2005. Suddenly Guy was a minor celebrity and could almost taste the big time. This is a young player who has given up so much to be the best he can be, but will his TV appearance be the high-point of his career or can he use that unique experience to create something else – a life on the PGA European Tour.









Chapter 1 – December 2006

 Another New Beginning


“For a lot of golfers, there is more pressure in Q School than trying to win on Tour…second most pressure is a putt to make the cut and everything else falls in after that” – Robert Lee, five times a Q School graduate from seven attempts and now a Sky Sports golf presenter.


 


Modern-day sport can be very confusing. It might say December 2006 on a normal person’s calendar, the last month of the year, but this is actually month No 2 in the 2007 PGA European Tour golf season. At the very end of October, the 2006 schedule ended with the European Tour’s grand final, the Volvo Masters (won by Jeev Milka Singh of India) and less than a fortnight later, into the first week of November, the 2007 season began in China with the champions-only Sheshan International (Y E Yang of South Korea was the winner). In fact, a second European Tour tournament of the 2007 season (the UBS Hong Kong Open) finished the following week before the last putt was sunk at the 2006 Q School. So, while Q Schoolers heads were still spinning, some lucky golfers were already earning money towards their playing rights in 2007. It hardly seems fair, but it is an indication of how fast the sporting world moves.


The successful Q Schoolers from the 2006 tournament faced with an immediate dilemma – should they chase 2007 season cash straight away and enter the very next couple of regular tournaments in Australia and New Zealand, also still in November or should they recuperate and wait until the South African events in December.


Only the very brave (or some would say, very foolish) left Q School immediately and headed Down Under. Andy Raitt was one of them, but he missed the cut in Australia and finished tied 49th in New Zealand, earning him a grand total of €2,106 that would not even cover his costs for the trip. Meanwhile, the majority of newly qualified Tour players like Sion Bebb returned home exhausted from Final Stage and waited until this month to start their next campaign.


So as December 2006 dawns, Sion is one of 34 graduates from Q School wondering what lies ahead in the next 12 months. The Welshman is exultant. He had very nearly given up on his dream last year, but finally gained his Tour Card a month ago for the first time after two decades of playing professional golf. Now at age 38, he sits among the elite of tournament golf – his next challenge is to keep the much-prized Card and that means winning lots of money as quickly as possible to consolidate his position, just like newly-promoted football teams who want early-season points to avoid immediate relegation.


The 20-year wait for a Tour Card will put extra pressure on Sion, but he hopes that he is both old enough and wise enough to handle it. He is the definition of the self-effacing pro golfer who has paid his dues during a steady rise up the pro ranks. Sion’s feet will always be firmly attached to the floor, he is untouched by any pretentiousness that can overwhelm some sportsmen when they reach the heights of their profession. There is no outrageous ego here. Call his mobile on a non-tournament day and he is likely to be found washing his car in the driveway of his home in South Wales or spending time with his two young daughters. You could not imagine him meeting his accountant to discuss high-interest stock investments or complaining that his complimentary car at the next tournament is a hard-top and not a convertible. His Q School achievement has not changed any of his behaviour. He is calm and courteous and has a sharp sense of humour. He is a regular, family man who just happens to be a very good golfer.


Three weeks after he woke up as a European Tour player, his first tournament comes around, almost before he can take stock of his new situation. There has been a small celebration with his family, some sessions with coach Terry Hanson and he is suddenly in South Africa hunting for prize money.


Perhaps not surprisingly, Sion is nervous at the Alfred Dunhill Championship, which is held at the Leopard Creek Golf Club, a spectacular venue next to Kruger National Park in the northern part of South Africa. He has just left chilly 5º centigrade temperatures in South Wales for a southern hemisphere summer where the thermometer shows a body-sapping 40º.


Sion hits the very first ball of the tournament at 6.15am on 7 December, a landmark day in his career. In the end, only the date proves memorable. It is a poor opening drive and he is soon taking a penalty drop. This sets a tone that results in a disappointing 76. His second round is little better (74), but he crashes out of his first tournament of the season; the proverbial hero-to-zero in back-to-back tournaments.


To make matters worse, the winner at Leopard Creek is Alvaro Quiros of Spain, a man who had finished 20 places behind Sion at Q School. While the Welshman does not earn a bean, the Spaniard’s win means full exemption for the rest of the 2007 season and the two seasons that follow. Of course, Sion could see Quiros’s triumph as proof that any Q School graduate can win on Tour, but there is also an element of “why not me?” in the back of his mind.


Sion’s disappointing pattern continues the following week at the South African Airways Open. He finishes the opening round with a nervy 78 and, although a second round 68 provides a glimmer of hope, he misses the cut again.


Sion’s 68 is closer to the form that he showed to win his Card, but one good round is not enough because the standards on Tour rise every year. He is finding out very quickly that retaining a Tour Card is even tougher than anticipated.


Despite 10 previously unsuccessful visits to the Q School before 2006, Sion always had the technical skills to play regularly on Tour. Yet simply possessing that ability isn’t enough – to be a regular Tour player over a number of seasons takes something else, some kind of X factor. The occasional start in a European Tour event – often either by invitation or because the majority of the top stars are absent for some events allowing spots for the lower-ranked players – is never enough to sate the desires of pros like Sion. Yet this level of desire is a recent development. The Sion Bebb who became a young assistant professional was not filled with dreams of the European Tour.


“I never thought about playing on any Tour in my early days. No one ever told me I was good enough; no one praised me really – just mum and dad, I suppose,” he remembers.


Actually, the Bebb family knows a lot about ascending to the top of a sporting tree. Sion’s father, Dewi Bebb, was one of Wales’s leading rugby union players and twice a British Lion in the 1960s. He was also well known for his extensive work as an analyst on Harlech TV. It is never easy for a son to emerge from under the shadow of a celebrity parent, but Sion made it easier on himself by choosing a different sport from that of his father.


Sion began to love golf at the age of 11. Of course, he had already played some rugby at school having both watched and admired his Dewi’s talent, but as a pre-teen, the young Bebb was sneaking onto the fairways and greens of Llantrisant Pontyclun Golf Club in mid-Glamorgan, a course that bordered the Bebb family’s garden.


Following in his father’s footsteps was still a possibility for the teenager who grew to over six feet tall and weighed a healthy 13 stones, but the professional revolution in Wales’s national sport had yet to take place in the mid-1980s, and both father and son knew that there was little money in rugby union at that time to guarantee a healthy living. There was, however, a vacancy for an assistant pro at Radyr Golf Club in nearby Cardiff. It was the obvious choice as Sion’s older brother already had a job there. Anyway, the only other alternatives were the police force, the fire service or working in a bank and Sion Bebb fancied none of these options.


Working at the golf club meant 12-hour days – 8am to 8pm – mostly in the pro shop where he would sort out members’ golfing problems and answer their questions; take a few green fees; and sell as many Mars bars as possible. But there was always time for the 17-year-old to hit some golf balls.


In South Wales at this time, golf was not the big business it is today. True, Welshman Ian Woosnam had won the Masters at Augusta and even become No 1 player in the world, but the overall effect of this success did not translate into a tsunami of new golfers in Wales. Sion was one of a few hopeful kids hitting balls on the range. For him and many other young Welsh players, golf was a way of leaving school early and earning a weekly wage. There were no thoughts of playing on the Tour.


And so the story of Sion’s life could easily have been a rather prosaic one, culminating when he passed the PGA exams to become a fully qualified pro.


In fact, he took a head pro’s job at Mountain Lakes in Caerphilly and, at age 25, met a local girl, Rita, (“she worked as a tax inspector – that didn’t go down very well when she told me,” Sion recalls) who he settled down with. His relationship with his wife-to-be was the start of a profound change. Sion began to grow up.


“For about 10 years I’d been playing no more than just regional golf and some pro-ams. I thought the entry fee and the expenses were too high, even on the smaller tours. You had to finish [in the] top five just to win some money. The day-to-day pro-ams were very little money up front, so I stuck to them. I was about 24 or 25 when I realised I was getting better; these days they say that at 15 or 16. I just never practiced. But when I met my wife, I knuckled down and started to see a coach. It just took me a while to realise I could play to a higher level, I suppose.”


Sion went to Q School for the first time in 1994 aged almost 26 and then returned almost every year after that. He showed plenty of determination, yet he never got really close to gaining his Card. However, the dream just became more tantalising. “My friends were playing on things like the Hippo Tour (today’s EuroPro Tour equivalent) and they were doing well. I thought if they could do it then so could. I started getting good results there, playing three- or four-round tournaments. The first big event I did well in was the European Club Pros tournament in Hungary. Four of us from Wales, we were invited by the PGA. It sounded like fun; it was a week away, an adventure. It was about £700 in costs but I finished second. I just played the same as I always did and I showed some form. I won about £6,000 and thought ‘I should play more of these’ because that was a lot of money to win. I played in it in Sardinia the following year and was second again, then I won it the next year, 1999. I was the first Welshman to win it. There was a £10,000 prize, a Peugeot car to use for the year and I qualified for the PGA Cup team to play in America. That was a turning point.”


Finally, the young pro from a famous rugby family could foresee fame and fortune in golf. But there would have to be another turning point.


Sion had married Rita in 1996 (the year of his first Q School attempt) and by 2001, their first child, Alys, was born. The couple sat down to decide if Sion’s ambitions of the full European Tour were worth pursuing. On the one hand, he needed a regular income to feed his young family, but Sion and Rita could see he was making progress in the more risky world of tournament golf. They decided Sion should give it four or five years. This decision resulted in Sion trekking around the world on the secondary Challenge Tour in 2002 where a top-15 finish at the end of the season would mean a full Tour Card. However, Challenge Tour prize money is notoriously low, often only 10% of even the smallest European Tour event. It is a system supposed to incentivise the players, to allow only the strongest to survive. Well, that is true, to an extent, but the reality is that it also allows those with plenty of sponsorship to survive and Sion was not one of those.


Despite his young family at home waiting for good news, Sion did not set the Challenge Tour ablaze. He would return home from most tournaments with a cheque, but it often only offset some of the weekly costs, the £800 he needed for travel and accommodation. Even though Sion eventually managed to secure a little support from sponsors, the Bebbs were keeping the European Tour dream alive at a loss rather than a profit.


However, there was some progress. Sion finished his first year on Challenge Tour in 53rd on the rankings and that was bettered in 2003 when he climbed to 18th. But neither finish delivered a European Tour Card. Seasons 2004 and 2005 were uninspiring, with Sion finishing 40th and 34th, while Q School visits were equally frustrating. Perhaps, the 2006 season would be Sion’s last chance. The early prospects were not favourable, but golf is the strangest of sports and the Welshman was about to find out just how strange.


Sion had spent much of the winter before the 2006 season looking for work rather than practicing, so it was not surprising that his early form that year was ordinary. Then, in July, his second child was born. Luckily for her father, young Madeline was delivered into the world at 2am on a Tuesday. The timing was crucial because, for Sion, it was also the week of the North Wales Open and, if his daughter had appeared any later, he would have missed playing in one of his favourite tournaments.


“The wife came home on Wednesday afternoon and I looked after her for a while and then phoned up the tournament oﬃce to see if I could have a late start on Thursday; they said ‘no problem,’ so I drove up on Thursday morning. I walked six holes in preparation and was last off in the first round. If the tournament hadn’t been in Wales, I wouldn’t have played, and if I didn’t do well there then I probably wouldn’t have played any more Challenge Tour events. Of course, I went without a care in the world. No pressures or worries about how I was going to play, although I was very tired, I’d not had much sleep and then had to drive five hours to North Wales. I can’t believe how it happened now. A sports psychologist would have a field day. I just relaxed, didn’t really care if I hit good or bad shots; I was just happy with the family back home. And the course is in Nevis, a lovely place, great views. I concentrated on the views; it was like playing a friendly game with my mates.”


Sion phoned home each night and the news kept getting better; by Sunday evening, he had won the tournament. “I can’t remember if Rita was happy with me being there or not, but winning changed my life. The week after was another Challenge Tour event in Ireland but I’d already decided not to go. Instead, there was a regional event in St Pierre, the Welsh Masters. I drove home from Nevis on Sunday, stayed the night, said ‘Hello, baby’ and went to this local tournament and won again. That was £17,000 in two weeks; it kept me going through the year. You just never know when your good week’s going to be.”


After being on the point of giving up on the European Tour, Sion’s plans were back on track. Another trip to Q School was inevitable; maybe his luck had changed. At 38, Sion would be one of the older competitors, yet now he had fresh impetus. His Challenge Tour ranking meant no First or Second Stage dramas; he went directly to San Roque, the venue for Final Stage and six rounds of the highest pressure golf. Only the top 30 and ties would secure a Tour Card.


Sion’s 11th Q School visit started like many of the others with a poor opening round. In the worst of that day’s weather at the southern Spanish resort, he shot a 74 and followed it with a 76. He was six over par and tied for 110th position, looking like he was heading home early. However, the next day, the “new father” Sion Bebb re-emerged; he shot a 67 (second best round of the day) and moved up to tied 44th.


A two under par 70 in round 4 lifted him to a tie for 29th. From a disastrous start, he was sitting in position for a Tour Card with two rounds to go. Somehow there were no nerves in round 5 when he shot a 68 and moved to joint 10th place.


The final day was beset by high winds and lashing rain that exaggerated even the usual sixth round dramas. Sion certainly felt the tension when he bogeyed four holes in a row from his 5th. Shortly afterwards, an enforced bad weather break gave him some time to re-focus. “The break happened at a good time for me. I had to rush back to the apartment to decide if I was still going to take a flight home that night or the next day. Once I decided to stay the night, I relaxed.” Sion returned to the 13th hole and shot level par for the final six. His 74 in very tough conditions was enough for a 14th place finish and a Tour Card. His achievement was probably the best feel-good story of the whole week: 20 years a pro, winning a Card for the first time and all that after a horrid start. In fact, no one who eventually won a Tour Card in 2006 got off to a worse start.


Not an overtly emotional man, Sion’s pride at finally achieving his lifelong ambition was tempered by the absence of the one man he wanted to share it with most: his father. Dewi Bebb had died of a brain tumour in 1996 at the age of 59. “Before he died, I was only playing in local competitions and not showing any of the form I have now. It’s only since he died I’ve reached the level I’m now playing at. It would’ve been fantastic for him to see me play (at this level). My mother always mentions that Dad would’ve been proud. I did well up inside when I got home and I’m sure he’s watching me. I think you have to keep on trying and believing in yourself. It was just perseverance that got me through Q School in 2006.”


 


The achievement of another thirtysomething pro at San Roque in November 2006 also prompted lavish congratulations from his fellow pros. Andy Raitt’s Tour Card was chiseled out of persistence and adversity, his backstory almost the stuff of Hollywood screenplays.


Andy is a solid professional, neither brash nor cocky and he looks a little like Nick Faldo’s younger brother. His constant smiling face and easy laugh make him the kind of character you want as a best mate and he knows how to enjoy life, often stopping whatever he’s doing when it’s “beer o’clock”. Andy is large in the shoulders and usually moves no faster than treacle on the golf course, the one place where he takes life seriously.


The main drama in Andy’s life started in 1995. He was 25 years old and had just turned pro after shining brightly during four years on a golf scholarship at the University of Nevada. He was already being hailed as a new young hope for the future of English golf; he had been voted the number one US junior college golfer; and won four college titles over contemporaries including Phil Mickelson and Jim Furyk.


Then in his first year as a pro, he innocently arranged nine holes of golf with a friend at the Surrey club St. George’s Hill. Andy took his Staffordshire bull terrier Nikki to the course with him, but left his friend in charge of the dog while he checked their tee time. On his return, he was horrified to see another dog, an Alsatian, fighting with Nikki and sinking its teeth into her neck. Andy tried to separate the two dogs. It was a decision that would cloud the rest of his life.


The Alsatian, named Zomba, removed his teeth from Nikki, and instead sunk them into the little finger of Andy’s left hand. The top of the finger and the fleshy part of its front was almost totally bitten off; the damaged sections were left connected only by a few strands of skin. With blood spurting, Andy detached the damaged part of his finger, wrapped it in some toilet paper and sped to the nearest hospital where surgeons were luckily able to rebuild the digit. But that’s where most of Andy’s luck with the incident ran out.


Such an injury would be alarming for almost any sportsman. For Andy, there was an immediate uncertainty that he would ever play again, especially as the injured finger turned black, became swollen and was septic for weeks. But after several months of anxiety, a healing process began. The main problem was that his left hand little finger was now five millimetres shorter than before and all of its upper padding had been lost. In addition, there was severe scarring and numbness.


Andy could easily have given up professional golf at this stage, but he was set for a fabulous pro career, so he fought to overcome this painful obstacle despite no one knowing what the consequences of the injury would be. Although early indications were that the damage would repair over time, there was no precedent. Andy’s golf future was totally uncertain.


Amazingly, he started playing again after three months and attended his first Q School in 1995. He failed to win a Tour Card, but he had enjoyed some success that season and looked forward to climbing the professional ladder.


However, secondary effects from Andy’s injury slowly began to manifest themselves. As he played more often, a whole network of muscles and nerve endings in his left hand, arm, shoulder and even the left side of his body were activated in a new way.


The grip of the club is one of the most significant aspects of golf and top pro golfers hold each club with the lightest of grips; they use their fingers not the palms of their hands. Andy’s grip on the golf club was now different and also increasingly painful.


Then Andy decided to sue Zomba’s owner, a case that initially looked to be of the open-and-shut variety. After all, the owner had stood aside and let the two dogs fight, and no one argued that it was the Alsatian who bit Andy and was the cause of the damage to his finger. There was talk of £1 million or more in compensation.


The legal case continued in the background of Andy’s life as he kept playing, all the time adjusting his game to the effects of his injury. He made further unsuccessful trips to the Q School in 1996 and 1997 before finally achieving his dream in 1998 at the School in Sotogrande. Still, the court case remained unsettled.


He then spent the next three seasons as a classic journeyman pro bouncing between Q School and the fringes of the Tour. He still shot some good rounds, but there had also been warning signs that all was not well.


In one instance, Andy was vying for the Scottish PGA title at Dalmahoy, but in the middle of two swings in the last few holes, he “lost” the club-head on his downswing and the ball shot miles off-line. The shots came out of the blue, Andy had no idea what was happening. For the top pro to “lose” his feel for the golf club is the ultimate nightmare; it is like a skater suddenly losing his balance for no reason. Pro golf is a game of control and Andy was now uncertain what his body could do on the course; for any pro golfer, doubt in the mind is deadly. Many experts voiced their concerns about his future career on the Tour.


Andy’s injury case finally came to the High Court in December 2002 just one month after he had won his Tour Card for the third successive time. Andy’s life, however, was in turmoil – he had suffered other injuries (particularly to his shoulder) and his marriage was under intense strain. His legal team provided expert testimony from a number of golf experts, including top coach Denis Pugh and one of Europe’s finest-ever players Colin Montgomerie. They were unequivocal in saying the loss of the top part of a little finger would hamper any professional golfer.


However, at the last minute, the legal team defending Zomba’s owner found a single expert witness of their own, a fellow Tour professional who said Andy should be able to cope with the injury. To Andy’s amazement, the court took the defence’s argument to heart and the anticipated £1 million in compensation dwindled to a meager £4,900, while Andy had to pay the costs of the entire case. It was a financial gut-punch and, not only that, the case had taken over six years to settle during which time Andy’s golf game had spiraled downwards. In 2002, he earned less than £35,000 in prize money – far less than his expenses for the season. An appeal was set up, but to no avail, merely adding to the legal bill. In the ultimate indignity, Andy was forced to pay £250,000 in legal fees.


The result seemed ruinous, yet Andy’s dream of becoming a top Tour pro had never died and, shortly before the court case concluded, there had been a possible change in his fortunes. At a pro-am event in 2001, Andy met an eminent Brazilian surgeon, Jose Luiz Pistelli who specialised in hand surgery. The physician could hardly believe Andy’s story and agreed to try and help. The surgery would be costly, but at that time Andy still believed he would win damages to cover the expense. Pistelli performed two operations on Andy’s left little finger and, although, the digit was still short in comparison to his other fingers, progress seemed to be made. However, another high-risk surgery would be required when Pistelli would attempt techniques he had never tried before. The revolutionary surgery would mean lengthening the finger by cutting it open and inserting a vice in which a couple of screws would be turned each day in order to stretch the bone. Andy was hesitant, but once the court ruled against him, he found another level of strength to fight for his golf career. The final operation took place in the summer of 2005.


“I could’ve gone off and done something else, but I had already lost almost everything and I thought ‘Right, I’ll give this guy a try’. I went to Brazil, had the surgery and had two flesh grafts. I saw the surgeon every day for over 90 days; he put two screws and two bits of hip bone in the finger so that it’s long enough to get some traction. Gripping anything like a door handle, a kettle, a saucepan or a gear stick was diﬃcult [before the surgery]. At one time, I couldn’t even hold onto a beer glass and I still struggle to hold something like that even now.”


But despite the diﬃculties, Andy believed in Pistelli who said afterwards that it was the best surgical procedure he had performed in 40 years. The £35,000 of medical bills was a large amount of money for any Tour pro, but Andy had a renewed faith in his recovery. Post-operation, he became a slave to physiotherapy either performed by an expert or by Andy himself using simple exercises like squeezing plasticine or opening and closing a clothes peg. The training strengthened the muscles in the left side of his body in general and the finger muscles in particular.


So, by the time of the 2006 Q School in November of that year, Andy was well and truly on the comeback trail. His last full year on Tour had been in 2004 when he amassed €110,000 and finished 135th on the money list, while 2005 was mostly taken up with the final surgery. Being in the Q School locker room in Catalunya for Second Stage was like coming home. It was his first visit for three years, but the craic was just the same. His injury had allowed him First Stage exemption, so he put aside the fact that he had played almost no tournament golf in over 12 months and lined up in in good spirits.


For two rounds Andy performed well, but on day three he found himself in trouble. He was six over after 10 holes and he needed a find “go-to” swing to grind him through the rough patch, maybe not the prettiest swing, but something he could totally rely on. However, this was his first serious tournament since the final surgery and he was caught between his new way of playing – with his newly-lengthened finger – and his old, pre-injury method.


Before the surgery, Andy was basically a straight-hitter who held the club neutrally (with neither hand more in control than the other) and let the club rotate and release during his swing. He spent all his formative golfing years practicing and perfecting this method. It was in his subconscious. Now, his conscious mind was fighting the subconscious because his new method of swinging involved aiming right and pulling the ball to the target. This allowed him to use his right hand (the uninjured one) to grip the club more strongly.


Under pressure in Catalunya, there were too many swing thoughts going on in Andy’s head, plus he was feeling pain in the whole of the left side of his body again. Somehow he found a way to avoid total disaster: he did what all quality pros do and used every ounce of skill and determination to grind out the best score possible and lived to fight another day. His 75 actually included a late-round birdie plus a string of pars; he was still in the hunt for a place in the top 20 and a trip to Final Stage.


In round four, Andy hit some early birdies, stayed patient and concentrated like a true veteran. “I figured anything under par would be good enough and I knew I had to use all my experience. I got off to a good start and then it was just about being patient. It was a good day,” he remembers. He shot a 67 and finished tied for 15th place, one shot inside the mark – he was on his way to the final six rounds of Q School a week later.


The weather was awful in San Roque for Final Stage 2006; it caused two days of delays. However, this worked in Andy’s favour, enabling him to rest the strained left side of his body. He had played in seven previous Q Schools and knew the value of staying calm, especially in poor conditions, but his play was average at best over the first four days and he was lucky to sneak through for the last 36 holes right on the cut mark, tied 69th.


The next two days were career defining. A day five score of 1 under par moved Andy to 45th place and into contention for a top-30 spot. As day six began, he reckoned a round of 3 or 4 under might deliver him a Tour Card, but on Q School’s final day in horrid, windy conditions, this seemed highly unlikely, especially as he had shown no real form for the first five days.


However, Andy did have some luck: day six of Q School is always a two-tee start and he was drawn to be one of the early starters at the 10th hole. It meant he would play in the best of the deteriorating weather. The more the wind blew later in the day over the San Roque New Course, the more it would help him.


The gods would smile a second time on Andy that day. As the afternoon wore on, the driving rain was making the course unplayable and tension was growing throughout the field. There was a question over whether the tournament would actually finish before darkness descended. As Andy reached his 18th hole, he was on 3 under for the day, 1 under for the tournament and, because of the awful conditions, there was a good chance that this score would be good enough for a Tour Card. But the organisers were threatening to stop play and Andy’s worst scenario was walking into the clubhouse with one crucial hole to play. Luckily for him, the hooter sounded to signal a rain delay just after he had hit his final tee shot. Andy and his two partners then had the option of finishing the hole or walking in – naturally, they played on, Andy needing no worse than a regulation par.


His tee shot landed in semi-rough leaving him a 4-iron approach shot from a slight downslope. For his pre-injury, straight-hitting swing, this would be a reasonable challenge. But for a man with an injured finger and an aching body who was still insecure about his new golf swing, it would be an immense task because there was a lake waiting to the left of the green. With Andy’s current swing method pulling the ball right-to-left, the water was definitely in play. “For 10 years, I’d been fighting the ball going left and there was water down the left for my last approach. I knew a par four would be good enough and, thank God, I hit a good shot, two-putted and everyone else had to sit around and wait.”


Andy carded a 3 under par 69, a score that would tie the best of the day. He was in the clubhouse, dry and definitely relieved while his nervous rivals had between one and eight holes to complete. “I was in 27th place when I went in after the round. I knew the weather conditions would not make the course any easier. There was nothing to do, so we just left for home. I knew I had my Card later because my phone went ballistic.”


There is a smile of huge satisfaction on Andy’s face when he talks of this achievement because there is nothing that a golf pro likes more than calling it and then doing it. Andy had secured his Card, despite not having played in a four-round tournament for two years.


“I’m almost surprised, I suppose,” he said later. “It’s a weird feeling. I can’t quite believe it. I’m really proud because I only made one bogey (on the last day). Other people in my life are happier than me in a way because I’ve been through an awful lot. For me, it’s nice to just go back to work. The surgeon said it would be a project and it could take three years or five years or ten years. I just needed to make the finger as strong as it could be. This is just the start of trying to get back to where I was. Now I want to go on and win so that I can prove to people that I wasn’t trying to pull a fast one when I tried to get the compensation.” The injury is still a highly emotional subject for Andy.


With his Tour Card won just days earlier, Andy loses no time in playing his first event of the 2007 season in November 2006 and travels 13,000 miles to play tournaments in Australia and New Zealand. In Melbourne, he misses the cut, but is in the top five after two rounds in Auckland only to drop over the weekend to a disappointing tied 49th.


He then goes on to South Africa and, at the Alfred Dunhill Championship, his injury returns to haunt him. A chilly early morning tee time means his hand “feels like a claw” and he hits four provisional shots in the first 11 holes such is his alarming inaccuracy. He misses the cut. Yet somehow, a week later at the South African Airways Open, Andy’s game falls into place and he is tied 4th with one round to go. He is paired with Retief Goosen on the final day and finishes tied 5th. “The course wasn’t one I’d seen before; I just felt better that week and took my chances. It’s really encouraging. I didn’t play fantastic, but it was solid with lots of good shots. The Tour felt the same, lots of the same faces.” He receives €35,000 in South Africa which, with €2,000 from New Zealand, adds up to a decent start to his comeback season. The previous decade of turmoil that had drained Andy physically, emotionally and financially can now start to recede into the past. He is tired of re-telling the injury story that has been central to his life for so long; he puts aside the bills for legal costs that still arrive and the continuing negotiations to pay off the dog’s owner; he removes the thoughts of his failed marriage from his mind. There seems to be no sign of complete closure yet, but Andy now finds solace on the golf course. He may no longer be the happy-go-lucky young pro circa 1995, the fresh-out-of-college kid with the golf world at his feet, however to his eternal credit, the dream of being a top class Tour pro has never faded.


True, he is still learning how to deal with his golf game post-surgery, but after years of achingly bad luck, Andy Raitt is feeling re-born and the 2007 season could actually be a memorable one for all the right reasons.









Chapter 2 – January 2007

 Resolutions and Sabbaticals


“If you think about Q School at the start of the year then you are lost” – Thomas Levet, Tour winner, Ryder Cup player and six-time Q School attendee.


 


While a few fortunate golfers left the final green at Q School in November 2006 in a champagne mood, most of the players were not celebrating. It is the nature of every golf event – the vast majority leave thoroughly disappointed. However, there are some particularly sad faces each year: those who fall within sight of the finishing line. For a handful of players, success or failure comes down to the very last green, even the very last shot at the end of the six-round slog. Two months ago, Euan Little was one of that handful of unfortunates.


The thoughtful, softly-spoken Scot is no newcomer to Q School; 2006 was his 11th visit. He had won his Card a couple of times (2002 and 2003), but Euan never went on to consolidate his place on Tour the following season.


There was no sign of any form last season until September when he finished runner-up at Q School’s First Stage at The Oxfordshire and then got through to San Roque after a brilliant last round of 69 at Second Stage. Once at Final Stage, Euan seemed in control of his game for five rounds and was just inside the prospective Tour Card mark going into the last 18 holes.


But the wind, rain and delays on that last day took their toll. Euan was holding on grimly when he came to the treacherous 18th hole on the San Roque New Course. He needed a par to sneak in for one of the last Cards available.


On a normal day, this would be relatively easy, but not on the last afternoon of Q School and with a 3-club wind gusting right into his face. A bold drive left Euan needing all his power to blast a long-iron onto the green where water threatened on the right and a nasty gully lay waiting on the left. He knew that left was better than right, so unsurprisingly his second shot landed in the gully almost pin-high; he was left with a tricky up and down for the par he so desperately needed.


Euan stalked the chip shot and faced the classic dilemma – get too fancy and he would stay in the gully; thin it and a lake waited on the other side of the green. His nerve held as he flipped a delicate shot to within 8ft – his job as a top-level tournament pro golfer for the next 12 months then depended on holing that sliding left-to-right putt. Normally a super-fast player, Euan again stalked the shot, taking a little longer than normal. He set himself and tapped it forward; the putt lipped out. Bogey. Ashen-faced, he walked to the scorer’s tent where it was confirmed that the Tour Card that was a fingertip away had been snatched from him by his 8ft miss. There is no more cruel scenario at the School than this.


The disappointment cut deep because this is a man who took up golf at age five and was tipped to climb to the very top of the sport. Young Euan had a cut-off club in his hand before he was old enough for school and followed in the footsteps of both his parents who were golfers at their local Portpatrick club in south west Scotland. As a young boy, he was a passionate Celtic fan and played plenty of football, but his parents particularly enjoyed supporting their son’s golfing ambitions.


At first, Euan’s older brother was a better prospect, but by age 13, it was the younger Little who was playing in the Scottish Boys Matchplay, winning through two rounds despite being the youngest competitor. There would be no working on the family farm for this youngster; he was on the golf course, down to scratch at 15, already under the wing of a famous coach, Bob Torrance, father of Ryder Cup hero Sam.
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