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PROLOGUE: ON WRITING A BOOK WITH PETER ALLISS
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Dear Reader,


YOU hold in your hands a book which has had the gestation period of a reluctant elephant. Covid, of course, is partly to blame, but so too is the happy fact that Peter and I spent so much of our time together engaged in enjoyable and deeply diversionary conversation. Entire evenings were given over to discussing the Goons and puzzling how it could be that malt whisky tastes so good from a decent glass and yet so average in your typical tumbler. Why is that? Either way, this is not quite the book we set out to create years ago, when Peter asked if I would join forces for this, his final project. Of course, none of us knew then that this book would be Peter’s ultimate mark on the world. His death in December 2020 was as unexpected as it was blessedly swift and peaceful.


This was a book, Peter and I soon discovered, which would not conform to our expectations of it. It took on a life of its own, growing and changing beneath our pens as Peter reflected on his career, mulled over the great questions of the universe and raged at the eternally vexed problem of the A303 at Stonehenge. He requested from the start that I should throw in my own observations here and there. I was keen to oblige. Peter wanted this book to contain more than one voice, and I trust the inclusion of mine, at the beginning and end of each chapter, does not grate.


It was enormous fun to work on this book with Peter, but more than that, it was thoroughly interesting to sit back and listen to him do what he did best: ramble on about such and such in that famous voice of his, drawing sharp and funny observations from disparate quarters of life before inevitably tying everything neatly together and returning to the subject of golf. At times, getting information out of Peter was like trying to arm-wrestle a crotchety octopus, but it has been intriguing to record his vivid recollections of a life well lived. How wonderful it was to look back on that double-edged career in sport and media, one that is unlike any other and is surely never to be repeated.


Peter had, in fact, been planning to draw a line under that illustrious career. It was his intention to retire immediately after commentating on the 150th Open Championship at St Andrews, which would have neatly completed a circle that began so many years earlier.


‘We’ll walk towards the sunset together on that Sunday,’ he had grinned. ‘Probably take a couple of bottles with us.’ The sun set sooner, of course, than any of us had hoped, but this book ought to serve as the proverbial glass raised in the great man’s memory.


I first met Peter Alliss in 1978, when he was living in Yorkshire. In my capacity as a golf journalist, I was sent from my home in Manchester to interview him. Forty years and a firm friendship later, we both found ourselves living in Surrey and working on this very book, an exercise in patience and fact-checking (apologies in advance for any we might have got wrong) which stands now as a postscript to Peter’s incredible life. I am grateful to have had the chance to properly get to know both Peter and his wine cellar. The result is a friendship I will always treasure.


I uncovered no unpleasant surprises while working with Peter on this book. While occasionally irascible (aren’t we all?) he was instinctively a kind, generous and wise old soul. His memory for long-passed names and distant places remained extraordinarily sharp. He was also a man of his age, so naturally there were more than a few facets of modern life which he found confusing and exasperating. This, however, is surely true for any of us who have lived beyond the point where we wake up each day wondering what the hell we ought to do with our lives.


I agree with some of Peter’s conclusions and disagree with others. And rightly so, since he was a self-confessed ‘Tory Wet,’ while I still cling to my status as a half-baked socialist. One of Peter’s great strengths, however, was his inclination to listen to the opinions of others and always consider them thoroughly. When he was done mulling it over, he would usually lob the offending opinion into the kitchen bin, but still… it’s the thought that counts.


Ideology aside, Peter was truly a monumental figure. He was a bit like the Queen, in that he had always been a constant in my life whether I wanted him there or not. Wherever I went in the world of golf, I would find him: observing this, explaining that, and throwing in a potpourri of off-the-cuff wit for good measure. His voice was the soundtrack to my career, as it has been for so many others who have paid even the scantest attention to the old game.


Peter always appreciated his good fortune at being able to make a living from his ‘ramblings,’ while at the same time possessing an acute awareness of his rare talent for finding the appropriate word or phrase while winging it over a television picture. His belief that sometimes silence is more eloquent than words – a view nurtured by the great Henry Longhurst, who mentored Peter as a commentator – flies in the noisy face of much modern broadcasting. Peter’s listeners appreciated him all the more for sticking to this conviction and daring to hold firm in the face of changing convention.


Also unyielding was Peter’s kindness, his steadfast concern for others. This trait is best summarised in an exchange from September 2018. Peter read the Daily Mail (a habit he balanced by subscribing to Private Eye) and commented one day that it had been several weeks since he last saw a column by the sports correspondent Charles Sale. When I told him that Charlie was seriously ill, he asked for a contact address, which I duly supplied.


Peter never got into computers and emails, let alone texts and WhatsApp. To him, TikTok was the noise a clock made, while smartphones were mysterious objects best left well alone. So Peter unsheathed his fountain pen and wrote a good old-fashioned letter expressing his concern and wishing Charlie a swift return to health. This was despite the fact that Charlie had, for many years, been one of Peter’s most relentless media critics, never passing up an opportunity to accuse him of being too old and out of touch. More than once, he had called for Peter’s dismissal from the BBC on those grounds. When I bumped into Charlie sometime later, after he had recovered, I nonetheless asked him if he had received anything from Peter.


‘I got a very nice note,’ he said. ‘I didn’t expect that at all after what I’ve written. It was very kind of him.’


Peter is gone now, but the spirit of kindness in which he lived his life reverberates still. The Alliss house, meanwhile, remains as rambling, as comfy and welcoming, as Peter was himself.


Here it is worth adding that there is nothing rambling about Peter’s wife, Jackie. She was his rock, his advisor, his fiercest critic and most loyal defender. She is also probably the busiest woman I know, having spent years dashing here or there to promote his interests, her charities, or their joint projects. Now and then, when this book seemed like it might hit the buffers, Jackie was hugely encouraging (as well as occasionally chastising). I thank her for her support, as I thank my own wife, Valerie, for her unending and loving encouragement, coupled with those vital, consoling suppers. I thank Peter, too, for his time and effort and for involving me in the first place. He may be reading this somewhere, after all.


Most importantly, however, I thank you for reading this book. Peter really would be delighted. He always said that he loved how his career had transmogrified from that of a successful golfer to a lauded television performer and bestselling author.


I remember him saying, once: ‘It's all been rather a pleasant surprise to me, and it never really felt like work. In fact, at the risk of sounding immodest, I’ve found it all rather easy. Don’t tell anyone, will you?’


And we laughed.


Sincerely,
Bill Elliott


Bill Elliott first interviewed Peter in 1978. He has covered more than 100 Majors and is presently Editor at Large of Golf Monthly magazine following a 40-year career on Fleet Street.









‘OH HELL, WHAT’S HE DOING NOW?’
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IT is Sunday 18th July 1999, and the final round of the 128th Open Championship is about to take place. The setting is Carnoustie. At once forbidding and glorious, this linksland has been hosting Opens since 1931. That first year, victory was claimed by Edinburgh’s Tommy Armour, one of a vast multitude of golfers whose fate will forever be one with this hallowed ground.


Golf has been played here, near the mouth of the Barry Burn, since the early sixteenth century. They know the game at Carnoustie Links, and they know also that their course is rightly regarded as the toughest on the Open rota. The 18th is particularly fiendish, probably the most challenging final hole of them all.


Peter Alliss knew all this – as did Alex Hay, his fellow commentator and friend. Having played in twenty-four Opens himself (finishing in the top ten on eight occasions) and having commentated on the Championship for nearly forty years, Peter thought he knew what to expect. He was, of course, very wrong.


That day, a little-known Frenchman, Jean van de Velde, was on the verge of embroidering his name on Open history, although not in a way anyone could have imagined. Peter’s powers of observation and commentary, his ability to fill long periods of television time with wry comment, were going to be tested as never before. The old game was about to become enveloped in a bizarre mixture of tragedy and farce, a combination that would produce a moment of memorable television that echoes still with all of us who watch the great game of golf. I’ll let Peter tell it…


DUE to an accident of birth, my whole life has revolved around sport. My father, Percy Alliss, was one of the world’s top golf professionals in the 1920s and ’30s. I just followed his example, like it was the most natural thing in the world.


Although I never seriously played another sport, I watched them all with a keen interest, taking in the highs, lows and cruel twists of fate which define competition at the top level. I was certain Devon Loch would win the Grand National, right until that fateful fall on the final straight. Don Fox had only to kick a goal from in front of the posts for Wakefield Trinity to win the Challenge Cup; Ed Sneed had only to par one of the last four holes at Augusta to be the champion. Like everyone else, I watched these sporting disasters through my fingers – watched in disbelief as these modern-day gladiators snatched defeat from the jaws of victory. But none, in my opinion, could ever compare with that Sunday in 1999 on the east coast of Scotland.


The day began in a nondescript way. The skies were dull, and a breeze swept in from the North Sea. It was forecast to turn a bit nasty as the day went on, but we’d all had that sort of experience at Open Championships before. During the week there had been many complaints about the thickness of the rough, which came in some cases right to the edge of the fairway. It was the same for everyone, though, and professional sportsmen have, on occasion, been known to go looking for things to whinge about.


As we made our way into the commentary booth by the 18th tee, Alex and I chatted about what the day might bring. Jean van de Velde was leading by five shots from the American Justin Leonard, who had won the Championship at Troon a couple of years before. Tied with Leonard was Craig Parry, the excellent Australian.


Five shots was a very good lead, but it was not insurmountable, and certainly not on a course as difficult as Carnoustie under the pressure of trying to win an Open Championship. It’s that unpredictable edge that creates a sense of drama and lays the boards for theatrics. Therein lies the fun of the game.


I had homework to do ahead of a full day of broadcasting. We were on air hours before the leaders got going, and I had to make sure I was up to speed with who was doing what and where. There were the inevitable preview pieces to camera as well. As usual, I enjoyed it all.


Whether you’re playing or watching, the sport of golf comes with a lot of time to think. For a commentator, this means there is also a lot of time to talk. It’s not necessary to fill every second with chatter – indeed, it’s important not to – but neither can one allow silence to reign for too long. This is particularly true if there are no interesting pictures for viewers to watch. The challenge is in striking the balance between talking the viewer’s ear off and leaving them alone in a wasteland of dead air.


By the time the leaders got to the final few holes, the ending of this particular Open seemed to have been written, and I assumed the hardest part of my day was behind me. There had been a flurry of action over the first nine: van de Velde ran up a couple of bogeys and Parry made some birdies to take a one-shot lead. The Australian then hit his own problems while van de Velde got back on the straight and narrow. When they came to the 18th tee, van de Velde had a three-shot lead over Leonard and Paul Lawrie, the Scot, who had come from nowhere thanks to a splendid 67 that was nine strokes better than his previous day’s score. Well done, I thought. It would be nice to see a Scottish player in the top five at the end of the day.


Then I looked away from my screen, down onto the 18th tee, and saw the first indication that we might be in for a bumpy ride to the finish. There was van de Velde, taking out his driver. What was he doing, I wondered? He could take an iron off the tee, another one up the fairway and pitch onto the green, where it would be two putts for victory. But maybe, being French, he wanted to finish with élan. Looking at things from a global perspective, I certainly thought a dashing, smiley Frenchman winning The Open in style would be a fantastic result for the game of golf.


In France the game was then, and indeed still is, an elitist pastime – a sport played by people more interested in how they look swinging the club than where their ball ends up. France boasted dozens of excellent courses, but many were hardly used. Victory for van de Velde had the potential to change this state of affairs. I intended to say all this when he won, as inevitably he would.


I was so certain of this because you could give a ten-handicapper a three-shot cushion up the last at Carnoustie, and nine times out of ten they would get the job done. So it was unthinkable that a professional would throw away such a lead. It seemed in the bag, so I had started already to wonder what I might have for supper that evening, with half a thought devoted, of course, to the appropriate wine pairing. But then out came that driver.


I glanced at Alex. I could tell by his face that he shared my bemusement. Out of bounds on the left and the blessed burn snaking its way down the right… hitting a driver – unless you had to – brought too much potential trouble into play.


Van de Velde hit his tee shot. He didn’t have to worry about out of bounds left – but only because the ball went so far to the right. The burn came briefly into question, but only for a second, as – glory be! – it emerged that the ball had gone too far right even for that. He had messed up so comprehensively that he missed all the trouble. The golfing gods were with him, it seemed. Cue great sighs of relief.


‘The lucky bugger’s got away with it,’ I thought, but I wisely chose not to say so on air. Now surely he would take an iron, lay up short of the water that guarded the green, pitch on and win The Open. Here his caddie should have advised him, but he didn’t. He was far too young in golfing years to be of any use in this moment, and both he and van de Velde seemed to have stopped thinking. I said as much as the Frenchman took a 2-iron and went straight for the green. Out of bounds was only two or three yards off the green to the left, so this was a bold play. But there is a fine line between bravery and foolishness.


Once again, we watched van de Velde’s ball fly to the right, this time heading for the grandstand, where thousands were sitting and watching the final moments. If it went into the stand he would get a free drop, and despite playing the hole carelessly, he would win. But golf, like life, is a perverse beast. The ball hit a stanchion, and instead of dropping to the ground it rebounded back across the burn into deep, deep rough. It was a stupid shot to take on in the first place, but no one deserved such freakishly bad luck.


‘Now he is in trouble,’ I said. But he was not yet buried, and I assumed he would at last pick the sensible course of action: pitch back onto the fairway, play on to the green, and take a couple of putts to win the Championship by two. Instead, we all know what happened. He tried to be too greedy, too bold, too brave. Call it what you will, but ultimately he chopped the ball back into the burn as the tide was rising. The outlook went from bad to terminal as he contemplated his next move.


I was lost in that moment. I couldn’t believe that a skilled professional was tearing up his thought process and throwing away his chance of winning The Open. Victory would have changed his life forever, although I suppose that’s precisely why he wasn’t thinking straight.


Time passed. Then, lo and behold, van de Velde took off his shoes and socks and stepped into Barry Burn. He needed help. Anyone, for God’s sake? The tide was coming in, his ball was already half submerged and he was up against a five-foot wall. The shot was impossible and it seemed he had lost his mind. There was much to criticise, and I couldn’t hold back. It was sad, and it was unnecessary, and I said so. ‘Would somebody kindly go and stop him?’ I asked. ‘Give him a large brandy and mop him down.’


At last he worked it out and took a drop. Good sense prevailed. From there, he pitched into a greenside bunker. Then, to his great credit – no, dammit, to his enormous credit – he got down in two from the sand to put himself into a playoff with Lawrie and Leonard. That last hole must have taken three quarters of an hour or more, instead of the allotted fifteen minutes. By the time the flag was back in the hole, Jean was frazzled, and he wasn’t alone. Play should have ended at about a quarter to seven. It was now past seven thirty and there was still a playoff to get through.


In the end, Lawrie won. In truth, he was the only one to play decently, but rather like Stewart Cink, who won The Open at Turnberry, he didn’t receive the accolades usually afforded to winners of this great championship. Van de Velde and Leonard were fit for nothing after such a long wait; I’m sure they could have done with a lie down in a darkened room with gentle music playing.


Some seven million people watched our broadcast that day. Hopefully some of them found a few things I said amusing – and maybe even illuminating. I’ve always known it is impossible to please all of the people all of the time, but I do wonder if too many have lost their sense of humour in this confusing modern world. That evening, something had to be said while Jean was trying to gather his thoughts, and sometimes you have to say whatever comes into your head. It just so happened, in that moment, that I was thinking about dinner. I should have been sitting at home, enjoying a glass of malt in anticipation of a nice steak. That’s what came into my head, so that’s what I said.


I was thinking, also, about my father and the dramas he himself had been through at Carnoustie. In the 1930s he came to that feared 18th hole on the final day and hit his second shot out of bounds, ending in a tie for third with Gene Sarazen. He was just two shots behind the winner, Tommy Armour. That was the closest my father ever came to winning The Open. He never forgot that second shot to the final green – the ball just tiptoeing under those three strands of wire – but then, neither have I.


It was almost dark when the trophy was duly handed to Paul Lawrie. In my ear, the director’s voice came at last: ‘That’s it, pass it back to Steve [Rider].’ It hadn’t been the hardest day of my television life, but it had been one of the longest. A group of us, including Alex, made our way out of the booth and headed back to the BBC compound, where we had a caravan that doubled as an office. We were all ready for one or two stiff drinks. It might have been three.


Not only were we thirsty, we were also very hungry. Someone suggested a fish and chip shop they’d seen on the High Street. As we dug in to a greasy feast I remember thinking how the public must imagine the glamorous lives we lead. In many ways, though, I have lived a glamorous life, and it’s all thanks to the game of golf.


Did I set out to become a television commentator? No. I set out on the path of professional golf to try and make a living. It’s as simple as that. Way back in the 1950s and ’60s we didn’t dream about being the world number one or winning dozens of championships. And how I got into the wonderful world of television remains a delightful surprise. A lot like my father getting into the world of golf in the first place, back in 1920, and setting me down a similar path before I had even been born.


PETER’S commentary of Jean van de Velde’s Carnoustie meltdown lives on in infamy. Peter’s observational gifts meant he was compelled to say what he saw – and what he saw that day was a man whose golfing brain had stopped working.


But not everyone reacted so well to Peter’s scathing, if honest, criticism of the floundering Frenchman, and the press was vitriolic at the time. Scotland’s Daily Record called him a ‘prattling plonker,’ while the eternally irritated Daily Mail called for him to be sacked. The Mail even polled its readers on the subject. Several years later I interviewed Peter for my newspaper, The Observer, and the hurt from that time was still evident.


‘In those circumstances what the hell can you say?’ he asked. ‘The next day some people claimed I’d been cruel and said I’d taken the piss out of van der Velde. I didn’t think I had. I’ve said many times that I thought it was one of the saddest moments I’d ever seen in the world of golf, but Jean did everything wrong, starting with his choice of driver off the tee. I’ve talked to him since and we’re fine. But some of the press wanted my head. One of the writers on the Daily Mail led a crusade to get rid of me altogether, but I had a friend in their chief sports writer, Ian Wooldridge. He rang me to say, “Don't worry about the poll, old friend, it’s 8-1 in your favour - you’ve stuffed ‘em.” I was comforted and very happy that I had so much support from the world of golf.’
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The following remarks are taken from a tribute given by Jean van de Velde at the Service of Thanksgiving for Peter Alliss held at St Andrews in July 2022:





I WAS first introduced to Peter when I was thirteen years old. Not in person, but through the screen. My parents sent me to Britain for three years to learn English. The highlight of that time was not only playing golf every day, but also listening to Peter throughout the Open Championship. I could only understand half of what he was saying because his vocabulary was so amazing, but it really left a print. Especially the 1979 Open, when Seve happened to win his first Major.


Not only could Peter talk, he could surely play golf. And he was also very involved with the politics of the game. He believed in serving for the greater good – not for personal gain or for his own interests. I believe Peter would have a lot to say about what is going on today in the world of golf. He would have said it in his own particular way, of course; and political correctness is such a big thing today that I’m sure he would have got into a bit of trouble for it.


As a commentator, Peter described himself as an observer. His job was to work out the right thing to say - and to say it in the fairest way possible. He never minded telling us what he was thinking, nor was he ever scared of saying what he saw. We have an example of that in 1999, for which I want to thank Peter. I can only imagine that what happened to me actually triggered a few memories of his own past. He really identified with what happened to me that day, and he didn’t mean to say it in a bad way. He just reacted the way he would have reacted if it had happened to him. Only players can appreciate this kind of thing, so I never held anything against Peter. On the contrary, you like to hear what people have to say. You like to reflect on it. So, again, to me it was good.
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I never met Peter as a player, but in 2002, in early July, one of my old knee injuries reappeared, and I was going to be off golf for quite a long time. A couple of days after finding out I had to have surgery, [BBC executive producer] John Shrewsbury called me. He said he heard I had a problem with my knee, and how would I feel about coming to work with them as a commentator at the Open in Muirfield? I said to John, ‘How much do I have to pay you?’


Ten days later, there I was at Muirfield. I met all the team; I remember going to a kind of briefing as the new kid on the block. At the briefing, I was told it’s quite simple; I will be brought in as an analyst, and when the lead commentator wants me in, he’ll ask me a question. If I have nothing to say, or nothing to add, then I don’t need to say anything; the images will speak for themselves.


My first forty-five minute rotation the next morning was with Peter Alliss. I was really nervous, but I didn’t have to worry at all. I didn’t say a word in the whole forty-five minutes; there was not a single question. So I came out of the truck and I was fuming. John saw me coming from a distance, and he said he would have a word with Peter. Two hours later, I came back, picked up my microphone and boom! Peter had his first question for me. I wasn’t ready, but I had to answer, and thus began the best forty-five minutes as a broadcaster of my life. We just talked and chatted, the whole time. From then on, and in the years to follow, my impression as a thirteen-year-old was confirmed. I was in the presence of greatness, and I feel lucky to this day that I have been able to work with and know Peter. He brought joy to millions.









BORN TO PLAY GOLF
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THE year 1897 marked Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. Back then, Britain ruled not only the waves but a significant slice of the land – and a fifth of the world’s population to boot. Naturally, the celebrations spread far and wide.


But that year was also significant for other reasons. It was a year for notable births, including Aneurin Bevan (father of the National Health Service), Anthony Eden (the prime minister who oversaw the Suez fiasco) and the children’s author Enid Blyton. And there’s one more we should consider. In Sheffield, Percy Alliss emerged into the world.


IT seems quite extraordinary now, in this confused twenty-first century, to say my father was born while Queen Victoria was on the throne. It seems extraordinary, too, that the Open Championship of that year was contested by twenty amateurs, alongside the usual contingent of professionals. The venue in 1897 was the Royal Liverpool Golf Club. Harold Hilton, a club member and amateur, won by a couple of shots from Scotland’s James Braid. How different the Championship was then, in the year Percy Alliss was born.


I can tell you with certainty that my father was a delight – a kind man with a gentle sense of humour. I can tell you he survived four years as an infantryman in the First World War, and I can tell you he took up the job of assistant professional at the Royal Porthcawl Golf Club in South Wales upon his return. But quite how he became a professional golfer is a mystery to me. He surely couldn’t have found much time to work on his swing between shellings on the Western Front. And where did he get his clubs? The truth is that I have no idea.


My father died in 1975, and it never occurred to me to ask these sorts of questions while I had the chance. It’s only after one’s parents are gone that one tends to realise just how many questions have been left unasked and unanswered.


What I do know is that my father was a very talented player, one of the top professionals of his day. In total, he won twenty-two titles and finished in the top six at the Open Championship in 1928, 1929, 1931, 1932 and 1936. He also played in four Ryder Cups, and when I, in my day, made the Great Britain and Ireland team, we became the first father and son pairing to have participated in the competition. I’m very proud of this family achievement, although it has now been matched by the father and son of Spain’s Garrido dynasty.


As far as I know, there were no golfing influences in my father’s family. When my father was a boy, his father (my grandfather) owned a small gardening business where the Hallam Tower Hotel stands today. A couple of my uncles worked for the firm, although Father never shared any of his brothers’ aptitude for horticulture. Gardening may have been out the window, but Father needed to earn his pocket money somehow.


What to do, what to do? He settled, for whatever reason, on becoming a golf caddie, and from the ages of ten to twelve he worked at the Hallamshire Golf Club on the west side of Sheffield. This must have been the chance event which started him on the path to becoming a professional golfer. I can only assume that one of the members took a shine to him and gave him a couple of clubs. Then he must have found the time and a place to hit a few balls. Hardly the beginning of a glittering career, but still, there was an innate talent for golf in there somewhere.


Then came the Great War.


Father joined the war effort in 1914, aged seventeen-and-a-half. He and his brothers sought out a recruitment centre in Sheffield. The brothers were all over 6ft tall, while Father, at 5ft 9in, was the runt of the litter. He was reminded of this when the recruiting officer for a Guards Regiment uttered the immortal words: ‘Sorry, we don’t take short-arses like you. There’s a Scottish Regiment recruiting round the corner – go and see them.’


Off my father went. He soon found himself signing up for the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, in whose company he saw a lot of action under fearsome conditions. When he was shot in the arm he was patched up and sent right back to the front to do it all over again.


Like many children of my generation, I never heard my father say much about those times. On one rare occasion, when he was meeting an old friend, I heard Father comment on the smell of death which had lingered in his nostrils. Human remains, rotting horses, mud and filth… four years of service and all this horror playing out no more than an 8-iron away.


Demobbed in 1918, Father went back to Sheffield to look for a job. Before the war he had been a keen cricketer: a promising slow, left-arm bowler and a number-seven batsman with a good eye and quick hands. He was the sort of player who could score thirty or forty runs in the wink of an eye. His cricket-mad brothers suggested he write to Yorkshire Cricket Club asking for a trial.


So there was always that option. But another option arose when Father spotted a job advert in a golf magazine. Where that article came from I have no idea; perhaps a friend in the Pro Shop passed it on, or perhaps Father dug it out from a wastepaper basket. Either way, he decided to write two letters: one to Yorkshire Cricket Club and one to Jock Hutchinson, the pro at Porthcawl, who was looking for an assistant. What a nerve! Where on earth did he derive the confidence to write two such letters? What could he possibly offer either of these fine clubs? I’m not sure many cricket matches were played at the front during the Great War, and I’m certain golf facilities were scarce amid the mud and gore of the trenches. So how did he think he could get away with it?


If you’ll pardon the expression, my father’s application to Jock Hutchinson was bullshit of the highest order. But – thank God! – Jock replied, offering my father the position of assistant professional. Did he ever get a letter from Yorkshire Cricket Club? I have no idea. But off he went to South Wales and the joys of Porthcawl. His future was settled, and in a way, so was mine.


I am baffled as to its origins, but Father evidently possessed an innate skill for golf. Within eighteen months of his appointment to Porthcawl he had not only won the Assistants’ Championship but also the 1920 Welsh Professional Championship. As a result, he was offered the full professional job at Clyne Golf Club, a course beautifully positioned at the entrance to the glorious Gower Peninsula. He ventured into England to play in various events, and those in the world of golf were soon taking notice of him. He was then offered the job at Wanstead Golf Club, a thriving club in North East London. From there he won the Essex Professional Championship in 1923, 1924, and 1925.


Everything was going well, but Father had noticed something interesting: golf professionals on the continent were held in far more esteem than those in Great Britain. On the continent he would be a person of real stature, a ‘professor’ of golf who could charge two or three times more for passing on his knowledge. So when the professional position became available at Wannsee Golf Club, on the outskirts of Berlin, he applied. Father duly impressed the Germans and took the job. This was a rather brave (some might say foolish) thing to do when you think how, some ten years earlier, the locals had been the ones taking pot-shots at him on the Western Front. This was an endeavour they had pursued with vigour, and they were rather successful at it, too.


Thankfully, Father developed a neat and nasty trick for whenever he came across someone he really didn’t like. He would send away these belligerent students with the biggest slice you’ve ever seen: one of those slices that hits you when least expected, a golfing horror to last the rest of your life. The chance to pay back any German unpleasantness in such a way would have appealed to my father’s sense of humour.


But the life of a continental pro wasn’t all lessons, and Father was soon back playing competitions – successfully, too. He won the German Open Championship in 1926, 1927, 1928 and 1929, triumphing against the might of the entire US Ryder Cup team: Walter Hagen, Gene Sarazen and all. He won again in 1933, a year he crowned off with victory in the Italian Open as well.


It was teaching that paid the bills, however, and it was to this that Father devoted most of his time. His Open successes were all the more impressive, I think, given how limited his practice opportunities must have been.


One of Father’s most high-profile students was Joachim von Ribbentrop, who would later become Hitler’s foreign minister. Ribbentrop held that post until 1945, when he was found guilty of war crimes and became the first high-ranking Nazi to be hanged. No doubt he died with an awful slice to his game.


More pleasingly, my father also gave lessons to the film star Marlene Dietrich and to Fritz Kreisler, the great violinist. Fritz loved golf, but Father worried he would damage his precious hands if he hit too many practice balls. So Fritz limited his game to putting, which he loved. I wish I could say the same.


I came along in 1931. From the knowledge I have gathered, I believe Father was earning as much as £8,000 a year at the time – a huge amount of money in the days when £600 was considered a good salary. The Alliss family lived then in a beautiful bungalow in the middle of the course at Wannsee. My arrival shattered the relative peace.


I was a sizeable baby, and my mother had to have two midwives looking after her, both of whom were very unsympathetic – or so I was told. The word Nazi hadn’t been invented at that time, but they were certainly a ‘nasty’ pair. I don’t suppose I helped, weighing in as I did at 14lbs 12oz. I was particularly huge considering my mother was only 5ft 3in and had never weighed more than nine stone herself. I know for a fact she didn’t ride her bicycle for several months after I was born.


I was the second son. My older brother, Alexander Percy, had been born seven years earlier, in 1924. We never had a great relationship, Alec and I, and this is something which saddens me greatly. The war years and the age difference kept us apart, although we would eventually team up to run the delightful Parkstone Golf Club – overlooking Poole Harbour – after the death of Reggie Whitcombe in 1957. Reggie, the winner of the 1938 Open Championship, had been the club pro for many years, and Alec and I jointly shared the professional position after his death.


Those Parkstone days were certainly a very happy time. It was there that Alec met Joan Curry, whose father was the chairman of the company bearing her name. Joan and Alec fell in love and got married, and from then on I was left to put away the trolleys by myself each night.


But back to Father. The more I delve into his life, the more fascinating I find it. He hadn’t been long on the continent before he began to move in sophisticated circles. He could read a French menu and knew how to hold a knife and fork. In golfing terms, he spoke German to a six handicap and French to fourteen. He was elegant, neat and tidy.


It’s funny the things one recalls. I remember, for example, that he had beautiful hands and kept his fingernails immaculate. He always wore a shirt and tie, too – either the Argyll and Sutherland regimental tie or that of the Professional Golfers’ Association. He knew about life, understood how things really were. And all that was coupled with a great sense of humour, which I hope I inherited.


But this is Germany we’re talking about, and we all know what happened next. Hitler was on the rise and the persecution of the Jews had already begun. The storm clouds which had been gathering over the continent became black and leaden. Not long after I came along, my parents decided it was time for the Alliss family to come home.


Father made a final trip to the Deutsche Bank in Berlin, where he deposited around £8,000 – never to be seen again. At the end of the war he received some reparation, but it amounted to less than £100. Mother, meanwhile, made her great escape carrying me in her arms – and what a task that must have been. She crossed the German border with her bloomers string-tied just above the knee, allowing her to smuggle a good number of banknotes on her person.


Back in Blighty, Father took up residence at the Beaconsfield Golf Club on the west side of London. (Now there’s a delightful course, and one where I’m proud to be an Honorary Member, along with Luke Donald.) But life in Britain took some adjusting for all of us. All that lingers from those times are my memories, at three or four years old, of going endlessly round Bekonscot Model Village – a magical attraction. It’s still there today, so don’t take my word for it.


The Alliss clan then moved to Temple Newsam Golf Club, a new thirty-six hole complex on the north-east side of Leeds. It was a very busy club, but again, for whatever reason, things didn’t work out for my father. My one clear memory of those times is of going round the putting green with the steward’s son. I have a feeling he beat me on most occasions.


In 1938 the professional’s job became available at the Ferndown Golf Club in Dorset. Father applied and was called down for an interview with one other candidate: Johnny Fallon, an elegant Scottish pro. Poor Johnny’s elegance came to nought, however, and dear old Dad secured the post.


Father remained at Ferndown for the rest of his life. It is a delightful course near Bournemouth with the sea to the south and the New Forest to the north. Sadly, this pocket of sheer beauty has been heavily commercialised over the past sixty years. But there are still few better places to live.


With Father installed at Ferndown, I started at the Queen Elizabeth Grammar School in Wimborne. This is one of the oldest schools in England and a place where children have been educated for over 500 years. But then war came along, and everything changed. Travel became difficult, so I was transferred to a small private school, Crosby House, on the north side of Bournemouth, about four miles from home. I was able to cycle to and from school, and in a strange way, this became for me a time of great learning.


Our Headmistress was a Mrs Violet Weymouth, an absolute Tartar. You certainly wouldn’t have given her or any of her fellow teachers lip, as seems to be very prevalent in some schools today. I have dug out my final school report, which is resting on my desk as I write this. It reads:


‘Peter has been an interesting pupil. He’s lively and intelligent, with a good brain, which unfortunately doesn’t get used as often as it should. His main interests appear to be golf and Iris Baker. I can’t see any good coming from either of those activities. However, we wish him well.’


As it happens, it did indeed turn out rather well.


The war years were a strange and lean time. Bournemouth was far enough from Portsmouth and Southampton that we were not completely levelled by the Luftwaffe, but sporadic air raids still caused untold damage. I remember one particular Sunday when a fleeing bomber jettisoned his payload over the town. One bomb hit a church, which was absolutely packed. Another hit a restaurant, and the final bomb hit a cinema. Several hundred people were killed or wounded.


By this time my brother had joined the navy. He served as a wireless operator on a minesweeper in the North Atlantic. He learned his wireless skills at the Butlin’s holiday camp at Lowestoft, which had been requisitioned by the powers that be and turned into a training centre. Alec came back physically unscathed, but something happened during those years which turned him into a different person, aloof and strangely independent. Thinking back on it now, I am really very sorry that we didn’t have a closer relationship.


For all the turbulence in my personal life, things kept looking up on the golfing front. In 1946 my father entered me for the Boys’ Championship, which was being played at the Bruntsfield Golf Club on the west side of Edinburgh. I arrived as Percy Alliss’s son and was swiftly taken under the wing of Leonard Crawley, who was there as the Daily Telegraph’s golf correspondent.


Crawley was a true sportsman. He was a fine cricketer and an excellent golfer, having reached Walker Cup standards. He thought I must be something too, especially as I had been picked to play for England Boys against the Scots in the international match that preceded the Championship. We won that match, which happened to be my only foray into the world of amateur golf.


Crawley took notice of me, and I was duly installed as the Telegraph’s favourite to win the Boys’ Championship. I made a good start, sailing through several rounds to the semi final, where I came up against a young fellow called Donald Dunstan. The pride of Manchester, Donald was a stocky boy with a rather poor complexion. He stood at 5ft 2in, and to my eyes he was mere cannon fodder. I would sweep him aside; I was sure of it.


He won three and two.


Still, I had done enough to convince Father that I ought to follow him into the family business. On the way home, he said, ‘Whatever happens, I don’t think you’re going to be a doctor or lawyer. I think you have some golfing talent, so you can become my unpaid assistant.’ Oh joy of joys – an unpaid assistant!


In those days there was no such thing as further education. Sure, if you were bright enough you might get into a university, but there weren’t too many of those around. The alternative was to learn a trade. Plasterer, plumber, carpenter, painter, window cleaner… it didn’t matter which; there were many ways to earn money if you had drive and energy. But with my father’s words ringing in my ears, I knew I had already found my trade. I declared myself a professional golfer. Father sent away for the official papers, which were soon signed and sealed. And that was that.
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Percy Alliss in the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders
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Peter Alliss the 14lb 12oz baby
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Growing fast in his mother’s arms
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The young Alliss family: Percy, Alec, Peter and Dorothy
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Peter moves into his teens
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Academic success at age thirteen
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Early days on the golf course with father Percy
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Good luck dinner for the 1935 Ryder Cup team on their way to the States on the Empress of Australia and autographed postcard
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British Ryder Cup players support a charity day at Leatherhead in September 1935. Left to right: Charles Whitcombe, W J Cox, Ernest R Whitcombe, Reg A Whitcombe, E W Jarman, Percy Alliss, Commander Rowe and A Perry
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Percy Alliss on the course at Wannsee and in tournament action in England
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By the autumn of 1946, I was earning around £10 a week, which was as much as my dear old Dad. There was little or nothing to sell in the shop, as no golf clubs were manufactured during the war. It wasn’t until the John Letters Company produced an excellent copy of the McGregor line that things started to move very slowly back to normality.


Back then, I wasn’t allowed in the clubhouse unless invited by a member. Neither was my father, even though he was a star. My status was nothing compared to his, but it wouldn’t be too long before I started to move up in the world of golf.


In the meantime, I enjoyed my own version of a further education at Ferndown. I remember the days not long after the war, when I was playing off scratch before my fourteenth birthday. Those who knew a thing or two thought that I could possibly be the next Tom Morris Jr. If only!


You could say I was studying at the University of Life, thanks to a handful of members who did so much to broaden my horizons. One of my lecturers, as it were, was a retired dental surgeon by the name of Joe Close. Then came Thomas and Harold Wakefield, who were from an oil family, and Ralph Langton, whose family owned a brewery on the Isle of Wight. In the war, Ralph had been a tank commander, and he certainly looked the part. Standing at 6ft 4in, he was elegant and wonderfully louche – and what a character! He loved the ladies; he was a rascal, a rogue, a womaniser and an absolute delight.


And then there was Major Ruttle, a great supporter of mine. One of his companies was the Gresham Trust, which had been involved in Madame Tussauds and the building of the London Planetarium. He had a daughter named Maureen, who became Maureen Garrett. She captained a Curtis Cup team and received the Bobby Jones Award for services to golf. She was one of my dearest friends.


I used to go down to the practice ground at Ferndown when Maureen was having lessons from my father. The Major was always in attendance, and father urged him not to let Maureen have too many lessons, insisting she had to learn to use her own brain. I can still hear him saying, ‘Find out for yourself, then come and talk to me. Tell me what you’ve seen; tell me what you’ve noticed. Learn to think for yourself.’ Many of today’s players lack the ability, or perhaps the willingness, to think for themselves. They seem only too happy to outsource decisions to their various gurus and coaches. It’s not how my father would have liked it.


Come 1949, I was living a lovely life and playing lots of golf with these colourful characters. But National Service loomed. Thursday 16th June 1949 – the day my service began – is forever engraved in my memory. It was my first real solo journey away from home: from Bournemouth to London, up to Chester, then on to West Kirby on the Wirral. I remember standing in line as a chap in uniform looked me over before asking if I fancied being a gunner. I thought that sounded like a fine idea, serving in the Royal Air Force as a ‘Tail End Charlie’ – a tail gunner, stuck in the worst part of the plane if there was any real action. I gambled on a quiet period of service, supposing it would be a romantic time either way. I would enjoy the camaraderie and impress the girls. Whisper it, but I even nurtured visions of becoming a hero.


There was one vision that never came to pass. Instead, I found myself in the RAF Regiment, which turned out to be a cross between the Foreign Legion and the Pioneer Corps. They were wonderful days nonetheless, and I look back on National Service as a second education. There was a lot to learn: how to get on with people, how to look after your kit, keep time, clean shoes, be mindful of others. ‘Think boy, think!’ I went on to Catterick, a huge airfield to the side of the A1, just short of the eponymous village in North Yorkshire.


Catterick was the RAF Regiment’s main depot. It is now under the control of the army, but I remember my winter there: months on end spiced with a mixture of nerves, joy, trepidation and affection. I made friendships which, at the time, were worth as much gold. From Catterick I visited a few other bases before ending up at Watchet on the North Devon coast. This was a small ack-ack gunnery school, and it was here where I completed my National Service.


There were only twenty-two regular staff at Watchet. It was a wonderful experience – one I shared with the distance runner Gordon Pirie, who was stationed alongside me at the time. He was then preparing for the 1952 Olympic Games and was awarded special privileges to help him maintain his training routine. I made sure I stuck closely to him and even managed to get a few crumbs from his table.


One of my greatest coups, however, came when I was allowed to exchange my boots for walking shoes, on account of my dropped metatarsals. This victory was eclipsed only by my successes with Molly, the girl whose parents owned the milk bar down by the harbour. She was a delight, and never more so than when she was teaching me how to French kiss. We never considered going further for fear of catching something itchy-scratchy or getting in the family way. Neither was a desirable option, so I made my peace with going to bed frustrated without ever really knowing why.


Alec was working then at Weston-super-Mare Golf Club. It was a lively place and home to some good players. Naturally, I was all too happy to get away from Watchet to visit my brother every now and then. The course was very pleasant, and I remember some of the members: Jim Payne; Donald Hood-Wright, the Secretary; E J Poole; Neville Jutsun; George Irlam… all fine golfers. They were all interesting and all had something to say about life, money and marriage. I’m not sure whether those sorts of conversations go on today, but I like to think they do.


Eventually, I came to the end of my service. I was offered the chance to sign on for another year and become a corporal, but I chose instead to go back to Ferndown, where my golf career would start in earnest. I picked up where I had left off, and soon golf expanded once again to fill my entire life.


My first Ryder Cup came in 1953. My selection was, in truth, a desperate move by the authorities. In 1947 and 1951, Great Britain and Ireland had taken a terrible thumping. In 1949 – when the matches were played at Ganton, a superb course in East Yorkshire – we should have won but fell at the last hurdle. The losses were mounting up. There were cries for change, and new blood was clearly needed. Only Bernard Hunt and yours truly were available at the time, and so we were given our chance.


Back then, The Ryder Cup was in deep financial trouble. The rights were owned by the Professional Golfers’ Association, and they were virtually penniless. Without the financial help of the American fruit canning magnate Robert Hudson and Sir Stuart Goodwin of Neepsend Steel of Sheffield, the Ryder Cup might well have sunk into oblivion – like the Wightman Cup in tennis. How things have changed over the last forty years! I’m pleased to say the Ryder Cup is now one of the world’s great sporting events, and I’m just as pleased to have played my own small part in its history.


That 1953 Ryder Cup was played at Wentworth, under the captaincy of the ever elegant Henry Cotton. We should have won but we fell short – due, in no small part, to my inexperience. We played thirty-six-hole matches in those days, foursomes and singles. A player could only win two points if he won both matches. And there I was, one up with three to play on the West Course at Wentworth.


My opponent was Jim Turnesa, the US PGA Champion that year and one of a big family of golfers. Somehow I managed to lose two of those last three holes, and we lost the match 6½ to 5½. The press, officials and spectators were all deeply disappointed and said so in no uncertain terms. Their disappointment weighed heavily on me for many years.


The PGA, in its wisdom, picked neither me nor Bernard Hunt for the 1955 matches, which took place in Palm Springs. It will give you a sense of how long ago that was when I say Palm Springs boasted only a few courses at the time. Today there are over 120. The United States won again, making it seven wins on the bounce.


Bernard and I returned to the team in 1957. The matches were played at Lindrick, a splendid course dissected by the A57. The road was temporarily closed, which caused much wailing and gnashing of teeth. But when Great Britain and Ireland roared back, all was forgiven. Although I contributed nothing as far as points were concerned, I remember the joyous scenes as if they were yesterday.


Looking back, we were quite disadvantaged, and we won very much against the odds. Wives were not allowed to accompany us, and we were treated like novice monks. The Americans, on the other hand, arrived with all their ladies in all their glory: fur coats, high heels, jewellery, beautifully coiffured hair, full make-up… the lot. I’m not sure if our wives were left out because the PGA couldn’t afford the extra cost, or perhaps they had to stay home because the authorities feared we might get up to a bit of hand holding (or worse) in the middle of the night. This, of course, might upset the rhythm of our putting or – God forbid – throw off our delicate pitch shots from a bare lie over a bunker to a downhill green. Who knows what they were thinking, but either way it didn’t go down well. Some of us felt we were a couple down before we got to the first tee. The fact is we were poverty stricken compared to the USA team, but at the end of the day we won handsomely. Everyone was a hero – perhaps with one exception. Not that it stopped me enjoying the various beverages on offer. You couldn’t fault my team spirit in that regard.


I did go on to have great success in the Ryder Cup, mainly with Christy O’Connor as my partner. I had some special moments in other events with Scot John Panton, a marvellous foursome partner. Bernard Hunt and I also enjoyed great success as partners over the years. Abiding friendships were formed – not just with teammates but also with men like Arnold Palmer, Jack Nicklaus, Billy Caspar and Doug Sanders. These were friendships which lasted forever.


Over the years, fraternising has sadly become less common. Afterwards it’s okay to chat, but be careful not to give anything away during the match! It’s almost as if we were guarding some great secret handed down by the golfing gods for our special use. How I wish that was the case.


Today, the media drives most developments in the world of golf, as it does with developments in the wider world. Newspapers may be struggling, but television is in rude health, and everyone seems to possess a telephone that will do everything except make you an omelette. Soon people won’t even need to bother with school – a great pity for many young people who already struggle to write with a legible hand and for whom the use of grammar is a dying art. Am I beginning to sound like an old grump yet?


Anyway, I played in eight Ryder Cup teams and played ten times for England in the World Cup. I was lucky never to play in any of the World Cup matches closest to home. Don’t think me rude, but not for me were Rome, Madrid, Dublin and London; instead I got to visit Japan, Australia, Mexico, South America and Hawaii. What bliss to have $500 in travellers’ cheques and a seat at the back of the plane.


I remember how we would stop off in Hong Kong to play a couple of matches at Fanling or Happy Valley. There I would have suits made for me overnight, although sometimes I wished the tailoring could have been done during daylight hours – particularly when nothing fit all that well. I’d buy beautiful, soft leather shoes for £10 a pair and ride up The Peak by tram for the view of Hong Kong harbour at night. All those blazing lights made for a magical scene – one which seemed impossibly exotic. In Hong Kong I lived like a millionaire.
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Peter Alliss in 1949, a fast-emerging talent at eighteen
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1952 Exhibition match at Bridport and West Dorset with Max Faulkner
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Peter Alliss and Bernard Hunt representing England in the Canada Cup
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Percy and Peter at the Spalding golf at Worthing 1953










[image: Illustration]


Winning the PGA Closed Championship at Llandudno in 1957
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A spot of bother at The Open at St Andrews in 1957
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More success at the PGA Closed Championship at Little Aston in 1962
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Winning the Esso Matchplay at Moor Park in 1964
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Competing at the Wentworth Foursomes in 1965 and at The Open at Carnoustie in 1968
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Telegram wishing Ryder Cup success from National Service friend and distance runner Gordon Pirie
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Swinging well at the PGA Closed Championship at Royal Mid Surrey in 1961








 


I remember looking at new cars, stroking them and admiring them. I used to wonder if one day I’d be able to afford one. Daimlers, Jaguars, Rovers, Bentleys and Rolls Royces… this was long before the days of Lamborghinis and the like. But I’d have to work, and win, to ever make it that far. And that’s what I endeavoured to do.


In the final accounting, I won twenty professional tournaments. Along the way I forged lasting friendships with the likes of David Thomas; Dai Rees; Max Faulkner; Bernard Hunt and his brother, Geoff; Italy’s Ugo Grappasonni and Aldo Casera; and the Miguel brothers from Spain. The overseas players of the day had little success in the UK, but on home territory they were formidable opponents. Players looking back today have little concept of how good they were.


Earlier I mentioned Parkstone Golf Club, where I was the joint professional alongside Alec. It was during my Parkstone days in the late fifties and sixties when I had much of my playing success. I found club life to be enormous fun, so very different from my days at Ferndown. I won many major events during this period, and it was no coincidence that this success went hand in hand with my happiness at Parkstone.


My most enjoyable – and indeed, memorable – tournament win was the Esso Round Robin at the Moor Park Golf Club. It was a small field, and everyone played everyone for the £750 first prize. I found myself in a winning position with a round to go; I was already uncatchable, and what a joyous occasion that made for. Just fancy going out for the final round with the £750 prize already tucked away in your back pocket. To top it off, I was playing my great friend Christy O’Connor. Oh, the joy I felt when stepping onto that first tee for the last time! For once, it really was a walk in the park. Happy days.


PS While researching this book, I came across a contract my father signed in 1938, when he was the professional at Temple Newsam Golf Club. It’s interesting to note that my father had expenses paid for playing in eight tournaments that year, from Newcastle in the north to Rickmansworth in the south. Total expenses were £57.17 (around £4,000 today), and his base salary was £5 a week – worth about £18,000 per annum in today’s money. A club pro’s salary in 2018 averaged £25,000 at your typical club and double that at more prestigious places. Of course, more money can always be earned by giving lessons and so on.


Another sheet of yellowing paper, this one from 1961, reveals that the PGA offered fifteen tournaments in which to compete, with entry fees costing a few hundred pounds. One of the biggest entry fees, £411, was for the Ballantine Tournament staged at Wentworth and won by Neil Coles. The total amount raised from the gate and car park charges was £1,917, which is around £50,000 now. That’s still no fortune and far adrift of the monies raised when the PGA Championship is staged at Wentworth these days.


IT always amused Peter that quite a few people thought he had never played golf professionally and that his entire career had been on television. It is always worth reminding those who don’t know the facts that Peter won those twenty significant titles, alongside eleven lesser events. Perhaps the greatest testament to his golfing prowess is the month of October 1958, when a sustained burst of brilliance saw him take the Italian, Spanish and Portuguese Opens in successive weeks. He won by ten strokes in both Italy and Spain and by six shots in Portugal.


Judged by anyone’s standards, this is an extraordinary highlight reel, reflecting Peter’s ability not only to play but to perform under pressure. The reward for that golden October was just £650, worth roughly £15,000 in today’s money. Of course, this is rather better than the proverbial slap in the face with a wet kipper, but it does lag somewhat behind the approximate £1.5m such a hat-trick would earn today. Times change, of course, but nowhere is that change more evident than on the bank statements of today’s most successful golfers.
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