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INTRODUCTION











I remember the very first time I saw Nick Faldo in the flesh. It was at the Irish Open at Portmarnock Golf Club in 1986. I don’t know why but the tall and somewhat gangly — at the time — Englishman always held a peculiar fascination for me: perhaps it was his dedication to the game, or how he always seemed to be in the right, even if others held seemingly strong arguments.


On that day in June, Faldo had not yet gained the status of being a Major champion. If anything, he was enduring the anguish of a swing change that had many observers, especially those in the media centre, wondering if he had lost his senses. After all, in the early part of the 1980s, Faldo had won numerous times on the PGA European Tour and topped the Order of Merit, the money list, in 1983. He had even won one of those ghastly tartan jackets for his win in the Heritage Classic on the US Tour.


But, deep down, Faldo knew he needed to reconstruct his swing if he was to attain the ‘Holy Grail’ which, for any professional golfer worth his salt, is a Major championship.


So it was that I followed Faldo for a number of holes, simply to see what he had become. To be honest, it didn’t look like much. He shot a round of 81 on that wonderful seaside course and missed the cut. Faldo, though, was to be ultimately proven right: the following year he won his first of six Majors.


The 1987 British Open at Muirfield in Scotland where he parred all 18 holes of the final round for a one-stroke winning margin over American Paul Azinger proved to be Faldo’s breakthrough Major and, thereafter, there was no stopping him. He became the greatest European player, in terms of Major wins, which is the standard used by every professional, of modern times. In all, he won three Open championships and three Masters titles.


Ironically, that Irish Open of 1986 was won by none other than Seve Ballesteros. Although he didn’t win as many Major titles as Faldo, the charismatic and passionate Spaniard — in many ways the opposite to the Englishman — personified all that was great about European golf. His play was swashbuckling, without fear. Seve was a golfing matador. And the people everywhere loved him.


Ballesteros won his first Major in 1979 as a 22-year old in the Open championship at Royal Lytham & St Annes. He won five Majors, one less than Faldo. The whiplash swing of Ballesteros was something to behold, even if it caught up with him later in his career when constantly troubled by a bad back. Sadly, Ballesteros left this life too early. In May of 2011, he died from brain cancer. He was 54.


As the South African Ernie Els put it of Ballesteros’s appeal, ‘Seve was Tiger before Tiger was Tiger.’ Many of the tributes to Ballesteros used words such as ‘genius’ and ‘legend’ and, for sure, he was all those and more. He had the ability to imagine shots that nobody else dared hit, like the three-wood he took from a cavernous bunker to the edge of the final green at the PGA National in Florida during the 1983 Ryder Cup.


The Majors gave him a special stage, as they should. Ballesteros won three British Opens and two US Masters, with arguably his most precious title coming at the home of golf in the 1984 British Open at St Andrews. On that day, what was to become an iconic image — of Seve fist-pumping the air on the 18th green — was born.


Anyone who came in contact with Seve couldn’t help but be pulled in by his magnetism, for he had a charisma where even his occasional scowl came across as gracious.


My own special Seve moment dates back to the Irish Open at Fota Island in Co. Cork in 2002. The call to play on Seve’s team in the pre-tournament pro-am had come on the Monday — which necessitated a roadside stop in the Co. Laois village of Mountrath in order to digest the news — and the build-up to sharing the same tee boxes and fairways and greens as the legend brought trepidation to mix with the anticipation.


On that Wednesday, the alarm call came at seven o’clock. But I’d already been awake for two full hours, the nervous tension playing tricks with body and mind. On the first tee, along with the other amateurs Con Horgan and Frank Murray, there was no sense of aloofness from the great man. He was one of us, human. Smiling. Normal.


And, yet, throughout the round, his impulse to solve imperfection was incessant. After a wayward drive, he stood on the tee box — his arms raised above his shoulders — as he sought the perfect takeaway. Not only that, but there was a compulsion to fix imperfections in others. ‘Me! Demasiado rapido . . . too fast, Philip . . . Move your head,’ he would say. ‘More. Okay, hit.’


Ballesteros was a man who loved to be in control, and when his swing went, he wasn’t. ‘When I was playing good,’ he was to remark, ‘I knew I was in control. I was in control of the galleries, of the golf courses, even the other players. I knew I would win and winning was enough.’


The Majors gave Ballesteros the opportunity to show his greatness to the world. And that is what the Majors are about. They ask the toughest questions on the toughest courses with the toughest fields and, more often than not, the best man will emerge the winner.


There is something about the Majors, championships which define the careers of so many. And the remarkable thing about recent years is that Irish players — excluded from the fold for so long — have gatecrashed this elite club.


Did any of us truly see this coming? Not in our wildest dreams, if we are to be honest.


Did we believe the teenager who turned up with blond highlighted streaks in his hair at the Mullingar Scratch Cup in his youth would claim a Claret Jug? Darren Clarke did.


Did we think the Dubliner who once aspired to follow his father into the world of Gaelic football, only to realise it was a futile dream when left sitting on the Croke Park turf once too often by a young fella called Dessie Farrell in a schools match, would become a multi-Major champion? Pádraig Harrington did.


Did we see the day when Graeme McDowell would raise the US Open trophy high above his head as the waves splashed on the rocks by the 18th green at Pebble Beach Links on the Monterey Peninsula? G-Mac believed.


Did we envision Rory McIlroy recovering from his Masters travails to break record after record in getting his name engraved below McDowell’s on the US Open Trophy? Honestly . . ?


This golden generation of Irish golf has delivered riches beyond belief. Where once it seemed an impossible dream to attempt to follow in the footsteps of Fred Daly — the 1947 Open champion — as a Major winner, the deeds of Harrington, McDowell, McIlroy and Clarke have allowed us to cherish the moment. And to believe that there are more to come.


Why should it end now?
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THE ALLURE OF THE MAJORS



















Golf is a multibillion euro industry, with courses all over the globe and seemingly a tournament played somewhere every week of the year. But each year there are four championships which stand out and which are the most coveted of them all: they are the Majors, three of which are played in the United States — the Masters tournament, the US Open and the US PGA — and one of them, the oldest of them all, the Open championship, which is played on a rota of links courses in Scotland and England.


The allure of the Majors is an overwhelming one, for players and golf fans alike. As in any sport, it is the history of championships — great winners on great courses — that has expanded these tournaments into the most supreme of tests and which has made them a prize greater than any other in the sport.


Where and how did it all start? As with most things, those who organised the very first Open in 1860 could scarcely have imagined how it would evolve into one of sport’s greatest events. The inaugural championship was played at Prestwick Golf Club: there was no prize money, but the winner received the Challenge Belt for a year. Clubs from around England and Scotland were invited to send not more than three professional players to compete in the three-round competition played on the 12-hole links course.


Only eight players, all from Scotland, played in the first British Open which took place in windy conditions and in front of a small gallery. Willie Park became the first champion — and became the custodian of the red Moroccan belt with a silver buckle and embellished with emblems — after he fired rounds of 55-59-60 for a 36-hole aggregate of 174, two strokes better than the pre-championship favourite Tom Morris.


Golf’s Majors were up and running: not that they knew it at the time, for the term ‘Major’ only came to be associated with the biggest tournaments many years later. Indeed, the original four Majors were the (British) Open, the British Amateur, the US Open and the US Amateur championships.


Only one man, Bobby Jones — Robert Tyre Jones Jnr — has had the distinction of winning the so-called ‘Grand Slam’ of all four Majors in the same year, a feat he achieved in 1930 when he won the British Amateur, the British Open, the US Open and the US Amateur. He retired two months after that monumental feat and, ironically, his creation of Augusta National Golf Club in the following years, where he hosted the Masters tournament, was the catalyst for the evolution of the modern four Majors as the two amateur championships were dropped in favour of the addition of the Masters and the US PGA.


Nowadays, and retrospectively, the four professional Majors — the (British) Open, the Masters, the US Open and the US PGA — have become the greatest prizes in the sport. And, naturally enough, given the course set-up and the quality of the fields, they are also the hardest won of all tournaments.


The early days of the Open saw it dominated by Scots, who won the first 29 championships. The original prize, that of the Challenge Belt, was replaced by the famed Claret Jug in 1872 after Young Tom Morris won a third successive championship in 1870 and was allowed to keep the belt.


After Young Tom’s hat-trick of wins, there was no championship staged — for lack of a prize — in 1871. It proved to be a short hiatus, and moves to revive the competition resumed the following year. The minutes of the Royal and Ancient Golf Club (based at St Andrews in Scotland) stated that the green committee had been ‘empowered to enter into communication with other clubs with a view to effecting a revival of the Championship Belt, and they were authorised to contribute a sum not exceeding £15 from the funds of the club’.


Later in 1872, agreement was reached between the three clubs — Prestwick, the Honourable Company of Edinburgh Golfers (Muirfield) and the Royal and Ancient Golf Club — that the winner would receive a medal and that a new trophy, rather than a belt, would be commissioned. The trophy, however, wasn’t ready in time to be presented to that year’s champion, Young Tom Morris, who won the championship for a fourth — and final — time. He would have won more but for his tragic death at the age of 24.


Since 1873, when Tom Kidd triumphed, the Claret Jug has been presented to the Champion Golfer of the Year.


The Open is run by the R&A and played annually on a rota of courses in Scotland and England. The only occasion the event was played outside of those two countries was in 1951, when Max Faulkner claimed the Claret Jug at Royal Portrush Golf Club in Northern Ireland. Four years earlier, at Hoylake in 1947, Fred Daly had become the first Irishman to win a Major when he claimed the Claret Jug. The wait for the next Irishman to follow in Daly’s footsteps would last for a full 60 years, until Pádraig Harrington triumphed in the Open at Carnoustie in 2007.




——





Which of the four Majors is the most coveted? There can be no definitive weighted measurement. Many will say that the Open, as the oldest and the most open of them all in that international qualifying occurs in places like Australia, South Africa and Asia, is the pre-eminent championship; others, mainly Americans, will claim the US Open, run by the USGA and which traditionally has the toughest course set-up, deserves such an honour; and, despite its limited invitation-only field, there are those who believe the Masters, the only Major to return each year to the same course and run by Augusta National Golf Club, is the one which captures most the imagination of player and public alike.


The fourth Major — the US PGA, run by the PGA of America — has always seemed to live in the shadows somewhat of the other three championships. Although it has a history which dates back to 1916, it was for a long time perceived as the one with the weakest field and often played on courses barely adequate for such a Major championship.


In recent years, however, such arguments seem dated: the courses now used for the US PGA are as good as any used for the US Open and changes implemented in recent years have seen the strength of the field improve to the point where the US PGA is inclined to have more of the world’s top-100 ranked players participating than any other of the Majors.


Down through the years, the Majors have produced many wonderful champions. Of all the golf tournaments throughout the year, and there are many, the Majors are the most prized of all and consequently the hardest of all to win. There have been many great Major victories, and many tales of heartache.


There is no disputing who has been the greatest champion of them all, however. Jack Nicklaus was born in Columbus, Ohio, and holds the record number of professional Majors won: when he captured his last, the 1986 Masters, it brought his total to 18 victories. If there were those who felt it was only a matter of time before Tiger Woods — who had pictures of Nicklaus posted on his bedroom wall as a child — broke the Golden Bear’s record, injuries as well as the fall-out caused by his much-publicised extra-marital affairs have combined to make that less of the formality it once seemed.


Before Nicklaus there was Walter Hagen. A product of the so-called Roaring Twenties, Hagen got his first introduction to the sport working as a caddie at Rochester Country Club in New York where he started to play using clubs borrowed from the members. He created his own four-hole course in a cow pasture. He left school before his teenage years and worked in a variety of jobs, from car repairer to apprentice mandolin maker, until given a route into his true vocation: as a golf club professional.


Hagen had a reputation for his natty fashion sense and his capacity to party through the night, but nobody worked harder preparing for tournaments, and he carried with him an assurance and self-belief on to the course that opponents simply couldn’t match. He won nine Majors — two US Opens, five US PGAS, including four in a row from 1924, and four British Opens — but his best years had passed by the time the Masters was created. He only played a handful of times at Augusta National, with a best finish of tied-11th in the 1936 tournament.


Nicklaus’s record of 18 Major wins would appear set to remain intact for the foreseeable future. The American won his first Major — the US Open — in 1962 and amassed his array of titles through the 60s, 70s and 80s before he conceded that the old bones couldn’t compete to the level required any longer. When his work was done, Nicklaus had claimed four US Opens (1962, 67, 72 and 80), six US Masters titles (63, 65, 66, 72, 75 and 86), five US PGAS (63, 71, 73, 75 and 80) and three British Opens (66, 70 and 78).


As remarkable as Nicklaus’s haul of 18 Major titles is, he also finished runner-up on 19 occasions. The legendary Bobby Jones once remarked of Nicklaus: ‘He plays a game with which I am not familiar.’ Through the years, Jones was not alone in wondering how golf’s greatest Major champion continually found a way to get the job done. Nicklaus lived his life atop leaderboards and remained hugely competitive for over three decades.


Of all his Major wins, the 1986 Masters — his 18th — was the most poignant. To win his first Major at the 1962 US Open, Nicklaus had defeated his long-time rival Arnold Palmer in a play-off. His record sixth Masters success came at the age of 46 when it seemed he had already achieved all there was to achieve in the sport.


In that 1986 Masters, Nicklaus had gone into the final round in tied-ninth position and four shots adrift of 54-hole leader Greg Norman. Between the ‘Golden Bear’ and the ‘Great White Shark’ were some of the finest players in the game: Seve Ballesteros, Bernhard Langer, Tom Watson. In truth, it seemed Nicklaus’s cause as he set out on that final round was a lost one. But he shot a closing round 65 — which featured a homeward run of just 30 strokes on the back nine — as he compiled a 72-hole aggregate of 279, nine-under-par. It gave him a one-shot victory margin over Norman and Tom Kite.


Nicklaus was also involved in one of the great British Open final rounds in that Major’s long and rich history. Only in 1977 he came out on the wrong side of a fascinating contest with Watson: in what became known as the ‘Duel in the Sun’, the championship at Turnberry in Scotland saw the two Americans battle to the wire before Watson added the Claret Jug to the Green Jacket he had won at Augusta earlier in the year.


‘This is what it’s all about, isn’t it?’ Watson had asked Nicklaus on the 16th tee of the final round as they were tied at 11-under-par for the championship, 10 strokes ahead of eventual third-placed finisher Hubert Green. ‘You bet it is,’ replied Nicklaus. Watson had just sunk a 60 footer for birdie from off the green on the 15th to move level with the man 10 years his senior.


As it transpired, the difference between the two men came on the par 5 17th hole. Watson birdied and Nicklaus, incredibly, missed his own birdie putt from three feet. That Nicklaus conjured up a closing birdie on the 18th, despite his swing being affected by a nearby gorse bush on his approach shot, didn’t matter. So too did Watson manage a birdie. Watson shot a final round 65, for 268, to Nicklaus’s 66 for a one-shot win.


The importance of the Majors to Nicklaus can be gauged from the recollections of his very first appearance in one. Nicklaus made a sentimental appearance in the 2000 US Open at Pebble Beach, where he missed the cut. Yet he could recall his first appearance in the 1957 US Open — as a 17-year old at Inverness, where Dick Mayer triumphed in a play-off over Cary Middlecoff — and what shots he had played over the opening holes.


‘I hit a three-wood off the first tee down the middle of the fairway, hit a seven-iron on the green about 35 feet and I made the putt. Parred the second hole. I parred the third hole, and my name went up on the leaderboard. I drove it in the left rough at number four, didn’t hit it on the green in three, made double-bogey. My name went off the leaderboard and that was about what I remember.’


One other thing which Nicklaus remembered of that first appearance in the US Open was watching the legendary Ben Hogan in practice in the days before the tournament. Sadly, Hogan never got to start that championship, as his back — a product of the car accident that very nearly finished his career — spasmed on the driving range before his scheduled tee time.


Hogan — from Dublin, Texas — won nine Majors in his career: four US Opens, two US Masters, two US PGAS and one British Open. He overcame many things to achieve greatness, not least the appalling injuries sustained in a head-on collision with a Greyhound bus.


A late bloomer, Hogan’s initial years on tour from 1931 to 39 — where he battled a propensity to hook his ball off the tee, which only served to make him stay on the practice range longer than anyone else — brought stories of a poverty-stricken golfer who jumped fences to claim oranges from orchards so that he could eat. His first individual tour win came in 1940 and he topped the US money list for three successive years up to 1943 before he joined the US military for the final two years of the Second World War.


Hogan returned from the conflict with more intensity than ever, and he captured his first Major win in the 1946 US PGA at Portland in Oregon. At the time, the US PGA was played in a match play format and Hogan out-duelled Ed Oliver to win by a 6 & 4 margin in the final.


Fate intervened in February 1949, when a 10-ton bus swerved into his car on a foggy morning. Hogan — who had added the 1948 US Open and the 1948 US PGA to his curriculum vitae of Majors — threw himself across the passenger seat to protect his wife Valerie, and quite possibly avoided death by doing so. But he sustained serious injuries: a double-fracture of the pelvis, a fractured collar-bone, a left ankle fracture, a chipped rib and blood clots in his lungs. There was a doubt Hogan would ever walk again, never mind play golf.


Hogan, though, resumed his golfing activities towards the end of the year and returned to the US Tour for the 1950 season. Later that same year, he won a second US Open title — at Merion — and the man known as the ‘Hawk’ continued to rebuild his strength and to work incessantly on the practice range in his quest for further Majors, which had become his obsession. He barely played in regular tournaments, reserving all his focus for the ones that mattered most.


In the 1953 season, Hogan produced arguably the greatest series of performances in the Majors of all time: in the Masters at Augusta National he played what he called the best golf of his life. He shot a then-record aggregate of 274 and finished five strokes clear of Porky Oliver to claim a second Green Jacket, awarded to the winner of the Masters each year.


Hogan followed up his win in the Masters by winning the US Open at Oakmont, where he finished 3-3-3 over one of the toughest finishing stretches in the championship and claimed a six-stroke winning margin over Sam Snead.


Time and time again Hogan was reminded that his CV was incomplete unless he managed to win a British Open. In the summer of 1953, he went about the task of adding the Claret Jug to his collection. That year’s championship was played at Carnoustie and Hogan arrived in advance to map out how he would conquer the links. He did, and won by four strokes from a quartet of futile pursuers.


Hogan had won the first three Majors of the year, and had given himself an opportunity to do what no man had ever done — or managed since — which was to win all four Majors in the one season. A Grand Slam. But Hogan felt that the demands of the US PGA, still in match play format, would be too great on his body and didn’t play the final Major of the season. He never played in a British Open again, and he never won another Major after that miracle year of 53. But his reputation as arguably the purest striker of a ball in the game’s history has lived on through the years.


If Hogan earned a reputation as the game’s purest striker, Arnold Palmer — a winner of seven Major titles — was the player who revolutionised the sport in terms of global popularity. His arrival on the scene came at a time when the televising of golf was in its infancy. Together, Palmer and TV worked their magic.


Palmer’s favourite tournament of all was the Masters, where he became the first player to win four Green Jackets. He won at Augusta National for the first time in 1958 — when he had one stroke to spare over Fred Hawkins and Doug Ford — and added further Masters’ titles in even sequence in 60, 62 and 64. His other Major wins came in the US Open (60) and British Open (61 and 62) and there was always a sense that there would have been more if not for the fact that much of his career overlapped with the younger Nicklaus. The real shame, though, is that Palmer never managed to win a career Grand Slam. The US PGA, despite three runner-up finishes, eluded him throughout his career.


But then golfers have always had to contend with rivalry. It has been a feature through the years from the sport’s earliest days. In the 1890s and into the 1910s we had the original trendsetters: Harry Vardon, J. H. Taylor and James Braid, a group of golfers known as the ‘Triumvirate’; in the 1920s and into the 30s you had Walter Hagen, Gene Sarazen and amateur Bobby Jones; in the 40s, Byron Nelson, Sam Snead and Ben Hogan. Later, Nicklaus and Palmer, and Gary Player and Tom Watson.


Only five players in the history of the sport have managed to win career Grand Slams. Two of them, Nicklaus and Tiger Woods, have done so multiple times. The other three — Hogan, Sarazen and Player — achieved the feat once. Of the quintet, the only non-American is Player, a South African who defied his slight stature with a giant personality and a work ethic that was at odds with many players who took delight in claiming they had never seen the inside of a gym.


Player won nine Majors in the era of Nicklaus and Palmer, which truthfully says all there needs to be said about his status in the game. Indeed, that Augusta National invited him to join Nicklaus and Palmer as ceremonial starters at the 2012 Masters was an acknowledgment of that. He was back as part of the so-called ‘Big Three’, a marketing tool used by Mark McCormack’s International Management Group to promote his men.


The diversity of Player’s wins was certainly impressive: he won his first of three British Opens in the 1959 championship at Muirfield, where he came from eight shots back at the midway stage to win. He won three Masters, two US PGAS and one US Open. All together the haul of nine Majors entitled him to a place alongside Nicklaus and Palmer, one of the ‘Big Three’.


On and on it went — rivalries that fed the soul of the sport, which added to the allure of the Majors.


In the 70s and into the 80s, however, a new dimension was added: after years of dominance by the Americans, European players re-emerged from the shadows. One man more than any other was responsible for the resurgence: Seve Ballesteros, who swashbuckled his way on to the Major scene when, at the age of 22, the Spaniard captured the British Open title at Royal Lytham & St Annes on the west coast of England.


Ballesteros won five Majors in his career — three British Opens (79, 84 and 88) and two US Masters (80 and 83) — and he was the one who hit seemingly impossible golf shots, one after the other. He had good looks and charisma, and he played with a passion and emotion that nobody could emulate. Or sought to.


Two of his British Open wins came at Lytham. The first, in 1979, signalled the arrival of a new prince: he finished with a 72-hole total of 283, three shots in front of the great Nicklaus and his fellow-American Ben Crenshaw. Nine years later, in 1988, Ballesteros claimed a third Claret Jug and his second at Lytham when he finished with a total of 273, two shots clear of Zimbabwe’s Nick Price.


That final round was one of the great finishes in championship golf and epitomised his magical qualities, as Ballesteros shot a closing 65. There was one breath-taking stretch of holes, from the sixth to the 13th, which Price covered in five-under and where he lost ground to his rival who negotiated the eight holes in six-under. Perhaps fate decreed that it should be Ballesteros’s day: he wore the same trousers and the same sweater he had worn in the final round of 79!


Ballesteros was part of an exciting new generation of European golfers which included Sandy Lyle, Bernhard Langer, Ian Woosnam and Nick Faldo. A few years later, another Spaniard, José María Olazábal, joined the gang. All became Major winners, but it was Faldo who won more than any of them.


Faldo — who won three British Opens (87, 90 and 92) and three US Masters titles (89, 90 and 96) — has matured into one of the most polished of all the television commentators. In his heyday on the golf course the Englishman also demonstrated a single-minded dedication.


An example of Faldo’s dedication to the cause — his own cause, naturally — was to reconstruct his swing under the tutelage of his then coach David Leadbetter in the mid-1980s. The upshot was a maiden Major win in the Open at Muirfield in 1987 when he reeled off 18 successive pars in the final round to defeat Paul Azinger and Rodger Davis by one shot. Faldo would win six Majors in 10 years, the last of them probably the most dramatic and memorable of them all.


That sixth Major title for Faldo came in the 1996 US Masters, a championship where Australian Greg Norman seemed set to finally deliver on his undoubted talents and claim a Green Jacket. It was the prize Norman wanted more than any other and the Great White Shark carried a six-shot lead over Faldo into the final round. The unthinkable happened, though. Norman lost, after he shot a final round 78 to Faldo’s 67.


The following year, in 1997, the golfing world was pitched into a new dimension: Tiger Woods strode into Augusta National, the setting for Norman’s meltdown the previous year, and announced his arrival as the greatest player of his generation and a man determined to overtake Nicklaus’s record of 18 Major victories.


In that Masters of 97, Woods demonstrated his human frailties when he covered the opening nine holes in 40 strokes. Thereafter, golf’s next superstar was as close to perfect as it was possible to be on a golf course; and, after Woods took a three-stroke lead at the halfway stage, it prompted none other than Nicklaus to paraphrase the words which Bobby Jones had used of him years earlier. ‘It’s a shame Bob Jones isn’t here. He could have saved the words for me in 1963 for this young man, because he’s playing a game we’re certainly not familiar with.’


Woods had been a childhood phenomenon who made a seamless move into the professional ranks after an amateur career that saw him win three successive US Amateur Open titles. His performance in the 1997 Masters — where he won by 12 strokes — gave him a first Major championship title at the age of 21, and his status soared as he set out his stall to chase down Nicklaus’s record.


In 2000, Woods failed to win the Masters. He only finished fifth. But he was to prove invincible in the other three Majors that season as he won the US Open by a record 15 strokes at Pebble Beach, the British Open by eight shots over the Old Course at St Andrews and took the US PGA — where he beat Bob May in a play-off — to confirm his superiority.


When Woods drove down Magnolia Lane into Augusta National Golf Club in April of 2001, he was poised to claim a fourth successive Major. It didn’t constitute a ‘Grand Slam’ — winning all four Majors in the same season — but he went about claiming what became known as the ‘Tiger Slam’ with a comprehensive two-stroke win over runner-up David Duval. ‘I’ve got all four trophies sitting on my coffee table,’ said Woods as he basked in the knowledge that he was the greatest living golfer on the planet.


Woods’s pursuit of Nicklaus stalled after he won a 14th Major title in the 2008 US Open at Torrey Pines, where he defeated Rocco Mediate in an 18-hole play-off. The trophy had barely been raised above his head when plans were made for Woods to undergo another operation on his troublesome knee. Then, his involvement in a car crash in November 2009 led to the revelations of numerous extra-marital affairs which ultimately led to divorce and a search for a new golf swing.


The perfect life didn’t seem so perfect any longer, and that chase after Nicklaus became tougher than it ever was.


The manner in which Woods, in his prime, ticked off one box after another in his relentless and ruthless quest for Majors was at some odds with the experiences of his greatest rival Phil Mickelson. Time and time again, Mickelson came up short in his attempts to claim one of golf’s greatest prizes.


Before he finally made the breakthrough and won his maiden Major at the 2004 Masters, Mickelson had knocked on the door so often in different Majors without ever being allowed in: he had finished third on no fewer than four occasions at the Masters; he had been twice runner-up in the US Open, and once runner-up in the US PGA.


Then in 2004 he found a way to win a Green Jacket — when he beat South African Ernie Els by one shot — and with that he found a key to the door. Mickelson, who also claimed the US PGA in 2005, has since added two further US Masters titles to his collection, in 2006 and 2010, and quite rightfully assumed a place at the top table when it comes to acknowledging great golfing deeds.


Mickelson’s 12-year quest for a first Major after he turned professional only served to underline how tough it is for any player to win a Major. At least Mickelson managed to find a way to do so; other great players have gone through their careers without ever tasting such success.


In recent times, Colin Montgomerie is the most obvious example of just how hard it is to win a Major. Montgomerie carried the European Tour on his broad shoulders for over a decade, during which time he won seven successive PGA European Tour order of merits. He carried Europe to victory in the Ryder Cup with an audacity never seen before in the biennial match that pitted Europe’s best against America’s finest. Time and time again he stood up and was counted, except when it came to the Majors!


Montgomerie unquestionably deserved to win a Major in his career. He was certainly good enough, and he had his chances. The Scot finished runner-up on five occasions in Major championships, and on two occasions — the 1994 US Open to Els at Congressional and the 1995 US PGA to Steve Elkington at Riviera — he lost out in a play-off.


Perhaps Montgomerie’s best chance of all, though, came in the 2006 US Open at the magnificent Winged Foot Country Club in New York. On the 72nd hole, Montgomerie found himself in the middle of the fairway off the tee and an eight-iron in his hand. A par four would have won the famed trophy, but he proceeded to run up a double-bogey six. It just wasn’t to be for Europe’s finest player of the 90s into the Noughties.


Indeed, after the seemingly year-on-year wins enjoyed by the so-called ‘Big Five’ of European golf —Ballesteros, Faldo, Lyle, Woosnam and Langer — and the couple of Masters jackets claimed by Seve’s protégé José María Olazábal, it seemed that much of European golf’s best times came in the Ryder Cup rather than the Majors.


Paul Lawrie, a Scot, had won the British Open at Carnoustie in 1999, but there wasn’t to be another European winner of a Major until 2007. No fewer than 31 Major championships had come and gone when Pádraig Harrington stepped up to the mark and ended a number of droughts: he became the first Irish golfer since Fred Daly, in 1947, to win a Major; and he became the first European player since Lawrie, in 1999, to win a Major.


Nobody, though, could have anticipated that Harrington’s first British Open triumph at Carnoustie would open the floodgates in the way it did.




——





The Majors, more than any other golf tournaments, have become the perfect stage for perfect golf shots.






SIX OF THE BEST


1935 US Masters


Augusta National Golf Club


GENE SARAZEN


It became known as ‘the shot heard round the world’. In the final round of the 1935 US Masters, Gene Sarazen faced up to his approach shot on the par 5 15th hole. Many observers had already given the title to Craig Wood and saw Sarazen’s pursuit down the final holes as being futile. Sarazen was paired with Walter Hagen for the final round. It was a convivial pairing. Hagen — out of contention — reminded Sarazen of the time he had jokingly arranged for a wheelchair to be brought out to him as he struggled home in the 1933 US Open.


On the 15th hole, Sarazen hit one of his best drives. He had put what he called a ‘tail-end hook’ on it and the ball ran on the firm fairways. But as he approached the ball, a huge roar erupted from the 18th green where Wood had rolled in a birdie putt to finish. As Sarazen — who was three behind — looked up the hill, he could make out the flashbulbs of the photographers as they captured Wood’s image for the newspapers.


Sarazen figured he needed to finish eagle-par-birdie-birdie if he was to match Wood’s total of 282. Having consulted with his caddie — called ‘Stovepipe’ — he decided to use a new club in his bag, a four-wood, for the 235-yard shot. The shot to the green, guarded by Rae’s Creek, had a low trajectory and Sarazen chased after it so that he could see how close it would finish to the hole. He holed out for an albatross two, and went on to defeat Wood in the following day’s play-off.


1979 British Open


Royal Lytham & St Annes


SEVE BALLESTEROS


In the final round, Seve Ballesteros stood on the 16th tee and elected to play a 3-wood rather than his driver. For safety. However, the Spanish maestro’s tee shot was an errant one and curled its way into a temporary parking lot set up for television production vehicles. Fortunately for Ballesteros, the area was deemed to be in play by the rules officials.


Off a bone-hard surface, Ballesteros bounced a lofty sand wedge and sent the ball to nestle 15 feet from the hole. He rolled in the birdie putt en route to a maiden Major title. His deeds of escapology earned him the nickname, the ‘Car Park Champion’.


1982 US Open


Pebble Beach Links


TOM WATSON


The par 3 17th hole at Pebble Beach had long had a reputation as a graveyard for golfing hopes. And when Tom Watson’s two-iron tee shot in the final round of the US Open finished in heavy grass on the upslope beyond the green, it seemed that his quest for the title had gone.


‘Get it close,’ said Watson’s caddie, Bruce Edwards.


‘I’m not gonna get it close. I’m gonna make it,’ replied the player. Which is exactly what Watson did, as he claimed a maiden US Open and his sixth Major with a chip-in from just over five yards that nobody other than the player himself believed was possible.


1986 US PGA


Inverness Golf Club, Ohio


BOB TWAY


Why Greg Norman became the fall guy in so many Majors is anyone’s guess. It seemed to happen time and time again, and none was more heart-breaking than the manner of his loss to Bob Tway in the US PGA at Inverness.


Norman had a four-stroke lead with eight holes to play as the championship dragged into a Monday finish due to a rain delay, and the two protagonists arrived at the 18th hole tied for the lead. Norman seemed to have the upper hand after the two played their approach shots. The Australian’s ball was on the edge of the green; Tway’s found a greenside bunker. But Tway blasted his ball out of the sand trap . . . and into the hole for a winning birdie.


2005 US Masters


Augusta National Golf Club


TIGER WOODS


On the par 3 16th hole, Tiger Woods missed the green with his tee shot and walked up to his ball, only to find it had rolled up against the second cut of rough. He faced a very difficult chip shot of 25 yards up a slope to an audaciously fast green.


Woods’s chip — aimed well left of the flag — barely made the putting surface but then started to move slowly but surely down towards the cup. The ball stopped, slowed down as it approached the hole, but then somehow found another couple of rolls and fell into the hole. The image gave Nike a ready-made marketing campaign and the birdie enabled Woods to get into a play-off with Chris DiMarco, which Woods won at the first hole.


2012 US Masters


Augusta National Golf Club


BUBBA WATSON


When Bubba Watson pulled his drive on the par 4 10th hole — the second hole of a sudden-death play-off with Louis Oosthuizen — it seemed that his dream of a maiden Major had disappeared with his ball into the pine straw amidst the towering trees that lined the right side of the fairway.


Watson couldn’t see the green and only had a narrow escape gap between trees and bushes and overhanging branches. With 164 yards to the hole, the left-hander used a TV tower as his marker and dispatched the ball towards it. Keeping the initial flight low to avoid tree limbs, he audaciously hooked a 52° gap wedge some 40 yards. The ball came to rest 15 feet from the pin and he two-putted for victory.




——





THE TROPHIES


The US Masters


The winner of the Masters receives a trophy — a replica of the Augusta National Golf Club clubhouse — which is made of more than 900 pieces of silver and rests on a pedestal around which are the silver bands bearing the winners’ names. The trophy was introduced in 1961 and is permanently housed in the clubhouse. Since 1993, a sterling replica of the original has been presented to the Masters champion.


The winner of the Masters receives a number of other perks. Probably the most famous of all is the Green Jacket, which the champion is allowed to take with him for the first year before returning it to the club, where he can wear it when on site. The other award is the Champion’s Medallion, a tradition which started with Ben Hogan’s first victory in 1951. All previous winners and those since have been given the 2.3 ounce, 14-carat gold coin which is die-struck on each side and measures 1¾ inches in diameter. The medallion features the champion’s name and year of victory on one side beneath the tournament logo.


The US Open


The original trophy — first won by Horace Rawlins at Newport Golf Club in Rhode Island in 1895 — and made of sterling silver, stood the test of time for only half a century. From the start, the USGA initiated a tradition where the champion golfer took the trophy to his home club for a year before returning it for the following year’s championship. However, the original two-handled trophy with its distinctive hand-chased golfing scene was destroyed by fire in September 1946 at Lloyd Mangrum’s home club, Tam O’Shanter, outside Chicago. The USGA considered replacing it with a new design, but opted instead to preserve the look of the original with a full-scale replica.


This replacement — complete with a winged female figure atop the bowl — remained in service and passed from champion to champion until 1986, when it was permanently retired to the USGA Museum. Nowadays the US Open champion takes custody of a full-scale replica for one year.


The Open


Its official name is the Golf Champion Trophy, but it is more commonly known as the Claret Jug. It is probably the most famed trophy in golf. The original was made by Mackay Cunningham & Company of Edinburgh and hallmarked 1873. The first Open champion to receive the trophy was Tom Kidd, but Young Tom Morris’s name was the first to be engraved on it as the 1872 winner, at which point the trophy wasn’t ready for presentation.
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