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Introduction


I VIVIDLY REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME I had an up-close encounter with David Feherty.


It was in December 1993 in Ponte Vedra, Florida. I was researching A Good Walk Spoiled and had convinced John Morris, who was the head of communications for the PGA Tour, to let me sit in on two days of orientation sessions for those who would be rookies on tour in 1994.


I had spent some time in Palm Springs earlier that month at the finals of PGA Tour Qualifying School—the six-day grind that players had to go through in those days to earn full-fledged status on tour for the next year.


One of those playing in the tournament was Feherty, who really didn’t belong in the field of 190 wannabes and hopefuls. He was thirty-five and had won five times on the European Tour. He had also been a part of Europe’s Ryder Cup team in 1991, the year of the famous/infamous “War by the Shore” on Kiawah Island in South Carolina.


How good a player was Feherty? Good enough to beat three-time major champion Payne Stewart, 2 and 1, in the singles on Sunday in spite of the fact that an officious marshal tried to keep him from reaching the seventeenth tee.


“By the time we finished sixteen, they had pretty much lost control of the crowd,” he told me years later. “The security people cleared a path for Payne, which wasn’t easy, but did nothing for me. Apparently, it didn’t occur to them that he [Payne] might have an opponent. I had to fight my way through to get to the tee. When I started to walk onto the tee, a very large woman pushed me back and said, ‘You can’t come up here, fella.’


“I had just lost the last two holes and had gone from 4-up to 2-up, and I was on the verge of panicking. I was not in a mood to be messed with. Before I could say anything, Payne put an arm around me and said to the woman: ‘Ma’am, I understand just how you feel about this asshole, but I really need him up here on the tee with me.’”


Rescued by his opponent, Feherty then hit the 1-iron of his life to a water-guarded green (the hole was playing 243 yards in a howling wind) and then closed out the match by making par. The United States ended up winning 14.5–13.5 when Bernhard Langer famously missed a six-foot putt on the eighteenth green.


Two years later, Feherty returned home from playing in the European Tour’s German Open and found his house empty and a note on the kitchen table from his wife, Caroline. It said, “Moved to Dallas.”


Caroline Feherty had taken the couple’s two sons, Shey (then five) and Rory (who was not quite two), with her.


“I had no choice,” Feherty says. “I wanted to be with my boys. So, even though I was pretty sure there was another man involved, I followed her.”


Moving to Dallas meant trying to play on the PGA Tour. His five victories in Europe and his status as a Ryder Cupper were worth exactly nothing when it came to gaining status in the United States. The PGA Tour Qualifying School (it was called a school because early on there had been classes the players had to take to prepare to be club pros) comprised three stages to winnow down the field: four rounds at the first stage, four at the second stage, and six at the final stage. Like most players, Feherty had to play all three stages. At that point in his life, he was a very good player, and he cruised through the school. The top 40 players and ties (45 players in all) made it to the tour. Feherty finished T-11 among the 190 players who started the final stage and easily qualified for his card.


And yet, even after getting his card, as far as the tour was concerned, his past accomplishments meant nothing. He was looked at as one of thirty-two tour rookies (thirteen of the qualifiers had been on tour previously), and as a result, he was required to show up for the two-day “orientation” later in December before he could play the tour.


I had never met him, but since Feherty had been part of the European team during that 1991 Ryder Cup and had been far more decorated than any of the other players at the Q-school finals in 1993, I knew who he was.


That is why I recognized him right away when I walked into the back of the meeting room on the first morning of orientation—even though he was stretched across three chairs, sleeping soundly.


At the front of the room, a woman named Andre Kirby, who was known as a “media coach,” was explaining to the rookies how to handle the media. Her message was a more sophisticated golf version of the famous Crash Davis speech in Bull Durham. Always compliment other players, the golf course, the people running the tournament, the volunteers, the PGA Tour, and, whenever possible, God for giving you the opportunity to play the great game of golf. Never criticize anyone and always say you’re just hoping to play well tomorrow—or next week—if you happen to be speaking on a Sunday. Always tell your listeners you are planning to give “110 percent.”


That has always been one of my favorite jock phrases since it is impossible to give more than 100 percent.


At some point during Kirby’s explanation of how to answer questions without ever actually answering a question, Feherty woke up. He put up a hand and said, “Can I ask a question?”


Hearing his Irish accent, Kirby said, “Glad you can join us, Irish. What’s your question?”


Still blinking away sleep—not to mention a massive headache—Feherty asked, “Is there something wrong with just telling the truth?”


Immediately, I knew I liked David Feherty.


The first time I actually spoke to Feherty was seven months later, at the 1994 Open Championship, held that year at Turnberry. Here in the United States, “the Open,” as the British marketers now call it, is known as “the British Open”—to distinguish it from the US Open, which most Americans call “the Open.”


Regardless of what it is called, the tournament is the oldest of golf’s four major championships and was first held in 1860—thirty-five years before the first US Open, fifty-six years before the PGA Championship, and seventy-four years before the first Masters.


And while the Masters, sport’s greatest tribute to White privilege, is revered in the United States above all golf tournaments, the Open Championship is considered the number one golf event by all of Europe and most of the world.


In 1994, Feherty shot a 4-under-par 66 in the third round and trailed the coleaders, Fuzzy Zoeller and Brad Faxon, by two shots. Already well-known in Europe for his smarts and sense of humor, Feherty was brought into the interview room to talk to the media. When he finished, Dave Sheinin and I trailed him out of the tent.


Sheinin and I are now colleagues at the Washington Post. Back then, though, he was working at the Miami Herald. We introduced ourselves. Feherty looked at Sheinin and said, “Miami Herald? Do you know Carl Hiaasen?”


Occasionally, when I say “Washington Post,” an athlete will ask if I know Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein—though it doesn’t happen often, especially nowadays, fifty-one years after the Watergate break-in. But an athlete who was familiar with humorist Carl Hiaasen and who—apparently—read his syndicated column regularly? To the best of my knowledge that was a first—and, as it turned out, a last.


I was tempted to jump in and say that Hiaasen and I had the same literary agent, but the question hadn’t been directed at me. When Sheinin said he didn’t know Hiaasen, Feherty expressed disappointment and then said, “Well, if you ever do meet him, you can tell him, I’m a fan—for whatever that’s worth.”


The next day Feherty shot an even-par 70 to finish T-4, five shots behind Nick Price, who finished eagle-birdie to shoot 66 and win the second of his three major titles. To this day, Feherty wonders if he really wanted to win the championship.


“I’m not saying I didn’t believe I wanted to win or that I wasn’t trying,” he said to me almost thirty years after Price’s win. “But I had a few putts around the turn that, if I’d made them, I might have had a serious chance to win coming down the stretch. I didn’t make any of them. To this day, I wonder if I didn’t subconsciously believe, ‘I’m not good enough to be an Open champion. I don’t deserve to be an Open champion.’ It certainly wasn’t anything I thought about in the moment. But later, looking back, I’m not so sure I wanted to deal with the responsibility and the attention that would have come with being a major champion. I knew it would be a life-changing event. I’m not so sure I could have handled those changes.”


It wasn’t as if David was an unknown in those days, with his fifteen years on the European Tour, five wins, and his 1991 Ryder Cup performance. He was as well-liked as anyone on the tour because of his self-deprecating sense of humor and his willingness to share his honest thoughts with the media.


“I’ve always thought that for most people who are Irish, being funny is a sixth sense,” he likes to say. “My dad had it, so did my mom. When I was a kid, humor was my defense mechanism in school. I had ADD, but of course, in those days it was undiagnosed. So, most of the teachers treated me like I was stupid. My response was usually humor. It became a habit.”


Feherty always insisted that the most thrilling part of the ’91 Ryder Cup wasn’t his win over Stewart but being part of a team room in which Seve Ballesteros was the clear-cut leader and cheerleader.


“Every night he would give us all a pep talk,” he remembers. “He was like a football coach. He’d walk around the room and tell us why we were going to win; why we were better than the Americans; why there wasn’t a thing to worry about or be nervous about.


“He was absolutely great. I always thought he could change the weather with the way he reacted to shots on the golf course. When he missed a key putt—which he didn’t do often—his face would turn purple and, almost right away it seemed, the sky would turn black.


“I still remember Saturday night, he stood behind me, massaging my shoulders, telling me I was better than Payne, that he’d been watching me all week and he absolutely knew I was going to beat him.


“All of that was thrilling. And I remember thinking, ‘My God, Seve and I are friends! This is the coolest thing that’s ever happened to me.’”


Ballesteros’s faith in Feherty paid off with his Sunday victory over Stewart. Feherty’s most vivid memory of that afternoon isn’t shaking hands with Stewart on the seventeenth green but kneeling behind the eighteenth green, next to Lawrence Levy, a golf photographer, who had been around the sport for more than twenty years.


“We were all kneeling so as not to block the crowd on eighteen when Hale [Irwin] and Bernhard [Langer] walked up with everything on the line. It was so tense it was as if there was no air to breathe. I remember I was shaking like a pregnant nun, and I know I wasn’t alone. I think everyone was shaking.


“After Hale missed his par putt, Bernhard had six feet for par. If he made it, the match would be split 14–14 and we’d retain the Cup. If he missed, they won. Taking the Cup home on the Concorde, regardless of score, would be a massive win for us.


“As Bernhard walked up to the putt, Lawrence whispered to me, ‘The last German who was under this kind of pressure shot himself in a bunker in Berlin in 1945.’


“I had to clap my hand over my mouth to keep from laughing. It was an awful thing to say, I know that, but at the moment, it struck me as very funny. Lawrence had an off-the-wall sense of humor to say the least.”


Langer missed the putt, and the Americans won, causing US captain Dave Stockton to say that the outcome proved that the best golf in the world was being played in the United States. That was, at best, some serious hyperbole.


A week later, Feherty was in Stuttgart and ran into Ballesteros, his new best friend, in the locker room.


“Seve!” he said. “How are you?”


“I’m great, Doug,” Ballesteros replied. “How about you?”


So much for being Seve’s pal.


He might never have become Seve’s pal—I’m not sure Seve had very many pals—but Feherty did become one of the best-liked players anywhere he went to play: Europe, the United States, Asia, and South Africa.


People like David William Feherty. For the record, his first name on his birth certificate is William—the same name as his father—but it wasn’t supposed to be that way. William (Billy) Feherty filled out his son’s birth certificate wrong in the hospital. “He was drunk,” Billy Feherty’s second child—and only son—says today. “So, he reversed the names and I ended up being William David legally instead of David William. No one [except for Seve] has ever called me anything but David.”


His playing career was cut short by a number of factors: serious elbow issues, serious drinking and drug issues, and a seriously bad first marriage.


William David was rescued by two things: Anita Schneider and CBS Sports.


He had moved to Dallas in 1993 after finding the three-word kitchen table note from Caroline and had tried briefly to rescue the marriage. “I knew it wasn’t likely,” he says. “But I was willing to try if only because I believed it was the best thing for the boys. She wasn’t willing.”


By 1995, David was living in a two-bedroom apartment and had informal custody of his two sons most of the time he wasn’t on the road and was drowning himself in alcohol and drugs. He had taken to running, “à la Forrest Gump,” and his weight had dropped to under 150 pounds. “I looked like I was HIV positive,” he says.


In fact, the thought that he was HIV positive crossed Anita Schneider’s mind on their first date. She had two sons from a previous marriage and had recently moved from Houston to Dallas. Though Feherty was still going through his divorce, the parallels were obvious. That was why their mutual friend Gary Knott and Anita’s friend Jennifer Canavinno thought setting them up on a blind date might be a good idea.


It wasn’t.


David showed up drunk. Not long after the foursome had sat down at a table in an Italian restaurant in Highland Park, a Dallas suburb, David took a straw, reached across the table, and drained Anita’s drink.


“I was trying to be patient, but that was it,” Anita says. “I stood up and said, ‘I’m sorry, but I really have to go now.’”


David was drunk, but he still quickly realized he had behaved badly. Plus, even through his alcoholic haze, he liked Anita. “She was pretty, and she had to have a sense of humor to last as long as she did before she finally left,” he says. “She gave it about thirty minutes, which was a lot more than I deserved. I was pretty sure I liked her. So, I went to Gary and asked him if he would ask Anita if she would give me one more chance. I knew she would say no—had to say no—but I asked anyway.”


He also told Knott to promise Anita that if she was willing to give him one more chance, he would promise to show up sober. Remarkably, she agreed. “Underneath all the issues, even drunk, I saw a kindness in him,” she says. “I’m not exactly sure how I saw it, but I sensed it. I think David’s gotten a lot of mulligans in life from people because of that. He can make mistakes, makes them all the time, but there’s absolutely no malice in him. Even that first night, I think I knew that, although I really was convinced he was HIV positive.”


They decided to go to a Texas Rangers baseball game. Anita wasn’t much of a fan but had taken her boys to games, first in Houston and then in Dallas, and David had been to one baseball game—at Fenway Park—when he spent a week in Boston as part of an international trip taken by his high school class. Even though neither one of them knew very much about the sport, it seemed like a pleasant place to spend an evening. David showed up sober—and early. Anita was charmed by how hard he was trying to make up for what had happened on the first date.


“Sometime around the fifth or sixth inning, she stood up and said, ‘Would you like a hot dog and a beer?’” he says. “It was the first time in several years that a woman had offered to do something that nice for me. I realized right at that moment that I wanted to marry her. I can’t tell you exactly why, but that’s how I felt.”


David still wasn’t divorced, but Anita helped him find a lawyer who was able to finally get the divorce finalized. It wasn’t as if David’s troubles ended a year later on the day—May 31, 1996—that he and Anita got married, but her presence for the last twenty-seven years has made dealing with them possible. “If it wasn’t for her, I’d be dead,” he often says. There’s not a trace of a smile or any indication that he’s joking or exaggerating when he says it.


David and Anita’s daughter, Erin, who was born in 1998, agrees with her father. “Honestly, I’m not sure how my mother put up with it at times,” she says. “I’ve watched a lot of what’s gone on, more than I wanted to watch or see. I think a lot of times the thing that’s brought him back is fear that she’ll leave him.”


“That’s 100 percent true,” her father says.


What I have learned in researching this book is that no one I’ve known has depended on the kindness of others more than David Feherty. The reason so many have been willing to go out of their way to help him is the kindness that Anita sensed in him on that disastrous first date.


“You can say a lot of things about my dad,” Rory Feherty says. “And they’re all true. But underneath it all, he has a heart of gold.”


Everyone who has ever known him has a story about David’s generosity. Here’s one of mine. In 2005, Tom Watson and I started a golf tournament named after Bruce Edwards, Watson’s longtime caddie and close friend who had also been a close friend of mine. I had, in fact, written a book about Bruce and Tom titled Caddy for Life, while Bruce was dying of ALS (a.k.a. Lou Gehrig’s disease). There were two reasons for founding the event: one was to raise money for ALS research; the other was to keep Bruce alive in the minds and hearts of all of us who had known him.


In 2006, Watson and Feherty had become close friends, in large part because Watson had gone out of his way to help David deal with his alcoholism. By then, David had become a TV star, working for CBS, but he was still fighting a losing battle with his addictions. The first two dinner speakers at the Bruce Edwards Celebrity Golf Classic were Mike Krzyzewski and Dick Vitale. Both were terrific, but neither had known Bruce. In the fall of 2007, I wanted a speaker who had actually known Bruce.


Feherty was a perfect fit. He’d known Bruce well; they had spent many a night drinking together. I asked him if he would come and speak, and he instantly said yes. He told stories about Bruce that brought tears to a lot of eyes. And, not surprisingly, before he was done, he left the audience laughing so hard that some literally fell out of their chairs.


One of those who loved Feherty’s talk was Steve Bisciotti, the owner of the Baltimore Ravens. When David finished, Bisciotti said to me, “If you can get him to come and speak in my box to all my friends next season before one of our games, I’ll give the charity an extra $50,000.”


That was a lot of money. I asked Feherty if he’d be willing to do it. “An extra 50K for the charity?” he said. “Of course, I’ll do it.”


And so, the following September, he flew into Baltimore from Dallas on a Sunday morning and I picked him up at the airport. As we drove to the stadium, I said, “Before I forget, give me your plane ticket receipt so I can have the charity reimburse you for it.”


It was the least I could do; he was giving up a Sunday at home with his family to fly round-trip from Dallas to Baltimore and back to entertain Bisciotti’s friends in order to help raise serious money for our cause.


Feherty looked at me like I had just landed from the moon. “What are you talking about?” he said. “I can pay for my plane ticket.”


“I know that,” I said. “But you shouldn’t. You’re already raising $50,000 for us today. At least let us pay for your plane ticket.”


“No,” Feherty said firmly. “Now, tell me more about the people I’ll be speaking to today.”


For the record, Feherty raised more than $50,000 that day because when he was finished, a number of Bisciotti’s friends asked me how they could donate to the charity.


The day also produced one of his more memorable lines. Nick Faldo—excuse me, Sir Nick Faldo—had become famous for his relationships with women who were considerably younger than he was at that point in his life.


Feherty shook his head sadly that afternoon and said there was bad news within the European Ryder Cup team, which Faldo was scheduled to captain in Louisville the next week. “Turns out Nick is going to have to leave early,” he said. “He’s going to need to fly home to London to be present at the birth of his next wife.”


It took a split second for the group to get the joke. When they did, they laughed so hard and so long I thought we were all going to miss kickoff.


“Was I OK?” David asked me when he finished.


That might have been the funniest thing he said all day. David Feherty is always OK—way beyond OK—but wonders every single day if he will be OK that day or that night. I told David at one point that the hardest thing about researching this book was finding anyone who had anything critical to say about him.


His wife, son, and daughter, who have been through the lowest of low moments with him, admitted there have been times when he made them crazy, but they all circled back to why they love him.


“He was an absent father a lot of the time when I was growing up,” Rory Feherty says. “My brother [Shey] and I were back and forth between his house and our mother’s house, and he was on the road playing golf or talking about golf a lot. But when I needed him—really needed him—he was there. Always there.”


One of the questions I asked those I interviewed for this book was to tell me how they would introduce Feherty to an audience that didn’t know him. There were many good answers.


The best came from David’s longtime friend, mentor, and fellow golfer-turned-commentator Sam Torrance. “I would say, ‘Please welcome David Feherty,’” he says. “‘The funniest and kindest person I’ve ever met.’”


His voice catches as he says it. I hope that by the time you finish this book you will understand why.















CHAPTER ONE



Early Days


THERE HAS ALWAYS BEEN DEBATE about when “the Troubles” began in Northern Ireland. While they are generally labeled by outsiders as thirty years of tension between Catholics and Protestants, they were more about politics than religion.


For years, there has been a divide in Northern Ireland over the issue of whether the country should remain a part of the United Kingdom or break those ties and become part of a united Ireland. Even today, it is a difficult question and was one of the reasons why Rory McIlroy, who grew up in Holywood, Northern Ireland, was reluctant to take part in the Olympics when golf returned to the Games in 2016. He wasn’t certain if he wanted to represent Great Britain or Ireland.


“In the end, regardless of my choice, I’m going to piss somebody off,” McIlroy said in 2016. He ended up not taking part in the Olympics that year, using the presence of the Zika virus in Brazil—as many players did—as a reason not to play. He did play in Tokyo in 2021 and represented Ireland.


McIlroy is Catholic, and long before he was born in 1989, most Catholics from Northern Ireland believed that the country should break away from the United Kingdom and formally become part of Ireland. Most Protestants—many of them from Ulster and descendants of those who migrated to Ireland from Scotland, Wales, and England centuries ago—wanted the country to continue to be part of the United Kingdom.


Most people will tell you that the Troubles formally began on August 14, 1969, when British troops were sent into Belfast to quell violence between Catholics and Protestants. David Feherty had turned eleven the day before, having been born on August 13, 1958. He and his family lived in Bangor County Down, a suburb twelve miles east of Belfast.


Feherty grew up Protestant; his family went to the Sixth Bangor Church of Ireland three days a week. David liked church for one reason: the singing. Both his parents sang in the church choir and David joined them when he was six and was labeled “gifted” almost from the start.


His parents, William (Billy) and Violet (Vi) Feherty had three children: David and two daughters—Helen, who is three years older than David, and Deborah, who is eighteen months younger. They lived in a 1,200-square-foot, three-bedroom house at 22 Hazelden Avenue. Helen had her own bedroom; David and Deborah shared a room. “She used to grind her teeth and snore,” David remembers. “Made me crazy, so I’d wake her up and tell her to quit it—as if she could control it.”


The Feherty’s neighbors—at 20 Hazelden Avenue—were the Parsons family, who were Roman Catholics. Mr. Parsons was David’s first piano teacher. It never occurred to him that the Parsons were supposed to be the enemy.


“We were very aware of what was going on,” Feherty says. “You couldn’t not be aware. There were identity checks and roadblocks in different places all the time. It became a part of your life to get stopped or to be told, ‘You can’t go there.’ I knew it wasn’t normal, that the life we were living wasn’t the way it was supposed to be or the way you’d want it to be. But that way of life became normal to us. You just sort of took for granted that this was the way life was—or at least the way our life was.


“I remember watching the movie Belfast, and all these memories flooded back to me. I said, ‘That’s my life, that was my boyhood.’”


Belfast, which came out in 2021, is Kenneth Branagh’s autobiographical film about his life in Belfast after the Troubles began. Branagh was nine on the day the British troops first showed up, and the film is full of moments that echo with the truth of Feherty’s line about life simply not being normal. Branagh’s father had a job in London and there were times when the simple act of returning to Belfast became a nightmare. The family eventually moved to London, escaping the violence and bloodshed but leaving their home behind.


Branagh, who had been nominated eight times previously without winning, won the Academy Award for best screenplay for the film.


Unlike Branagh’s family and the semifictional family in Belfast, Feherty’s family stayed. “We were never right in the middle of the worst of it,” he says. “It was always there, but there were plenty of places where there was much more violence than where we lived. My dad worked on the docks in Belfast, and that was scary at times. But my mom refused to let it dominate our lives or our thoughts.”


Billy Feherty worked for a company called Ulster Ferry, which was a container freight company. David remembers spending a good deal of time at the Belfast docks as a boy, although there was no place in Belfast considered completely safe once the Troubles began.


His mother, who—unlike his father—finished high school, became a personal secretary to a woman who was a member of the British aristocracy. Her name was Edith Vane-Tempest-Stewart, Marchioness of Londonderry. The name sounds as if it comes from Downton Abbey, but it’s real. “In those days, my mom could type one hundred words a minute on an old Remington,” her son remembers. Later, she became a hospital administrator.


David’s memories of his boyhood are much like those of Buddy, the nine-year-old portrayed in Branagh’s film. The Troubles were ever-present and David realized as he grew up that there were people who thought it was somehow wrong that their Catholic neighbors continued to live on Hazelden Avenue.


There are a number of scenes in Belfast that hit right at the heart of Feherty’s feelings about those times. Early on, when Buddy asks his dad what is going on in the streets, his father says, “It’s all about bloody religion, that’s the problem.”


“Why then,” Buddy asks, “do we go to church?”


Feherty, who now calls himself an agnostic, wonders about that to this day.


Later, Buddy is doing his math homework (known as “maths” in Great Britain) with the help of his grandfather, and Buddy points out to him, “In maths, there’s only one right answer.”


“If there was only one right answer,” his grandfather replies, “people wouldn’t be blowing each other up all over this town.”


As Buddy and his family prepare to leave Belfast, he goes to see Catherine, the classmate he’s had a crush on throughout the film, one last time. After he hands her flowers, he asks his father if perhaps they might be married someday. When his father says that’s possible, Buddy says, “But she’s a Catholic.”


To which his father says, “If she’s kind and fair and you two respect each other, she’s welcome in our house anytime.”


“If only,” Feherty says now, “it had all been that simple.”


The end of the film is heartbreaking. As Buddy’s family—mother, father, and older brother Jack—leaves Belfast, forced to leave Buddy’s grandmother (played by Dame Judi Dench) behind, a final tribute to those who lived through the Troubles appears on the screen: “For the ones who stayed.… For the ones who left.… And for all the ones who were lost.”


It is an apt summation of the Troubles and of the way Feherty grew up.


His best subjects in school were English and music, but he was truly gifted in music. As a boy, he sang, played the piano, and played the clarinet. “I really wasn’t any good on the piano or the clarinet, but I did have a good singing voice,” he says. “Plus, I enjoyed it. I liked to perform.”


By the time he was eight, Brian Hunter, the church choir director, was giving him solos like “Once in Royal David’s City” and “Christmas Time.” Mr. Hunter was also David’s music teacher at school, and it was in that class that he stood out.


His English teacher was Jack Murphy, who, unlike other teachers, saw something in David. “He taught me how to use my imagination, and he taught me how to listen,” Feherty says. “I think using my imagination helped me a great deal when I started to write. Listening helped make me a better interviewer.”


His other teachers weren’t as patient with him. David believes he was a classic undiagnosed ADD kid: bright but often unable to focus. Frequently, teachers became impatient with him because they assumed he just didn’t want to listen. His classmates often made fun of him because most of his teachers decided he just wasn’t very smart or was simply unwilling to listen in class. Or both.


“It gave me an inferiority complex, there’s no doubt about that,” he says. “That’s something I’ve carried with me my entire life. But it also probably helped me become successful because I wanted to prove people wrong. To some degree, I’m probably still doing that.”


His mother never accepted the notion that he wasn’t smart or, later, that he had ADD. “To her ADD is an acronym for stupid,” he says. “The fact is, I was just bored a lot.”


When his voice began to change, Mr. Hunter sent him to get singing lessons from a woman named Karys Denton to help him train to be a tenor. “She was a very stern Polish lady,” Feherty remembers. “She would push a grand piano up against the wall and then tell me to push it away from the wall with my stomach in order to strengthen my diaphragm. It was great fun.”


The exercise did strengthen his diaphragm.


“Generally speaking, I was worthless at school,” he says. “Because of the ADD, which was in fact quite real, I couldn’t concentrate or didn’t concentrate on anything unless it really interested me. I was interested in English because of Mr. Murphy and in music. The rest, I couldn’t have cared less about. Most of the teachers didn’t help by making me feel like I was stupid. I learned to tune them out most of the time at an early age. Except for Mr. Hunter and Mr. Murphy, I was never a teacher’s pet—to put it mildly.”


He didn’t necessarily shine as an athlete, but he loved sports. His uncle Jack, two years older than his father, had two sons, Brian and Peter, who introduced David to soccer and rugby. By the time he was ten, he was going to the golf course on weekends to caddie for his father.


The Fehertys lived near Bangor Golf Club—two hundred yards from the tenth tee to be precise. Billy Feherty was part of a regular foursome that played every Saturday and Sunday. It was on the golf course that David first realized just how funny his father could be.


One Saturday morning, Billy Feherty asked a member of his foursome, Dr. Des Duignan, if he could prescribe a sleeping pill for him because he’d been having trouble sleeping for several nights. Dr. Duignan wasn’t eager to give his friend a sleeping pill, so he began asking him what methods he had used in attempting to fall asleep.


When Billy Feherty finished telling him what he’d been doing, Dr. Duignan said: “Try this tonight: Close your eyes and imagine you’re on the first tee here in the morning. Feel the breeze, smell the grass, imagine the sights and sounds that you enjoy when you’re on the golf course. Then, start playing your round in your mind’s eye. Just imagine hitting good shots and making putts and I guarantee you, you’ll be asleep by the turn.”


The next morning, Dr. Duignan asked Billy Feherty how he had slept.


“Not good,” Billy answered, “but I played very well.”


“Did you do what I told you to do?” the doctor asked.


“I did, exactly as you described,” Billy said.


“What happened?”


“I shut my eyes and smelled the grass and felt the breeze, just like you said. Then, I started to play. First two holes I made birdie. Third hole I hit my tee shot into a divot, got it out of there to the front of the green. From there, I made the longest putt of my entire life. Went to the fourth tee three-under-par and hit my tee shot way right. I then spent the rest of the night looking for that damn ball. Never found it. Never slept.”


Dr. Duignan gave Billy a prescription at the end of the round.


“My mom had kind of a stoic sense of humor,” Feherty says. “Mom would put dinner on the table every night at six o’clock. If my dad was there, fine. If my dad wasn’t there, also fine. He would often come home late after time at the pub and would come upstairs to kiss all of us goodnight. You could feel the whiskers on his face and smell the whiskey on his breath.


“One night he came home while we were all still awake. He walked in and said, ‘Is my dinner still warm?’


“My mom said, ‘It certainly is. It’s in the dog’s stomach.’”


Vi Feherty credits her husband for David’s storytelling ability. “David wasn’t that funny when he was young,” she says. “Always well-spoken and with a quick wit. But I think the storytelling came from listening to his father. Billy was a wonderful storyteller.”


Humor was ever-present in the Feherty household, and it was often needed. Soon after the Troubles started, Billy Feherty was laid off from his job at Ulster Ferry. He started his own small container company and made enough to get by—just barely. His office was located near the docks in the Belfast Telegraph building and one day the building was blown up. It wasn’t as easy to get in touch with people in those days, so there was a time when Vi Feherty and her children wondered if Billy was safe.


“We worried, but we didn’t worry that much,” Feherty says. “A lot of the bombings were carried out by protection rackets—some Catholic, some Protestant. They wanted to let people know that as long as they paid them once a month, they’d be safe. More often than not, there was a warning prior to a bomb going off—not always, but a lot of the time. The point wasn’t so much to kill people as to scare them.


“There were actually times when people would spectate when the warning came early enough. They’d stand around and say, ‘Oh, that was a good one.’ It was a way of life, but there were times, tragically, when it was a way of death.”


Not long after Billy Feherty had started his own company, his older brother Jack was laid off by British European Airways when the airline merged with what was then BOAC—British Overseas Airways Corporation—to form British Airways. It was at that point, in 1974, that the two brothers started a travel agency, which actually had a good deal of success.


“It was a different time,” David says. “It wasn’t as if they got rich, but they did well enough to get by. Dad and my uncle Jack used to deliver tickets to customers in person at their homes. Dad was always gregarious and outgoing. He never met someone who wasn’t a friend. Jack was quieter, so Dad did most of the deliveries. For him, the notion of going to people’s doors and delivering tickets to them came very naturally.”


Feherty Travel still exists today. When Billy decided to retire, he chose to sell to Raymond Parker, who had been a loyal employee since university—the only job he’s ever had—and who has carried on the legacy and tradition Billy instilled.















CHAPTER TWO



Following the Dream


NOT SURPRISINGLY, DAVID FELL IN love with golf while caddying for his father and learning to understand the camaraderie of the sport. His father had cut some clubs down for him when he was very young, and as he grew, he began sneaking onto the course at Bangor Golf Club more and more often. “I’d almost always get caught and thrown off,” he says. “But I’d usually get to play a few holes before that happened. I did the same thing on the range. I’d sneak on, hit some balls, and, inevitably, someone would come out and tell me to stop. Junior players were—at best—second-class citizens at Bangor.”


He began competing in junior events around Ireland and Northern Ireland and had some success. There were other good young players in his age group, and he became friends with most of them. As his game improved, he began spending more and more time practicing, wanting to be better, wanting to win more often.


“When I was little and spending time with my older cousins, I was mad keen for soccer and, to a lesser extent, for rugby,” he says. “But once I got bitten by golf, that was it. That was my sport.”


He continued to struggle in school—mostly, his mother insists, because he was bored—but was still considered a musical prodigy as a teenager. He had learned to play the piano and clarinet reasonably well, but most of his talent seemed to lie in his singing voice. By then, Mr. Hunter was training him to sing some opera. As would be the case for most of his life, the person who doubted Feherty the most was Feherty.


“There really weren’t a lot of singers—operatic or otherwise—coming out of Northern Ireland in those days,” he says. “There was a woman named Norma Burrows who’d had some success but that was it. I didn’t think there was a lot of call for someone who could butcher ‘Danny Boy.’” Feherty figured out that the last thing the world needed was another mediocre tenor.


For the record, everyone from Ireland knows how to sing “Danny Boy.” In one scene from Belfast, Buddy’s mom explains to a friend, “The Irish were born for leaving. All the Irish really need is a phone, a pint of Guinness, and the sheet music to ‘Danny Boy.’”


The only exception to that in Feherty’s life is the phone: he almost never answers, taking the Fred Couples approach that if you answer, you run the risk of there being someone on the other end. A text will almost always get a response, although it might be five minutes later or five days later.


Like most of his friends, Feherty discovered alcohol when he was very young. “Probably about fourteen,” he says now. “I was a pro shop kid, hung out there with the assistant pros and with some of the other kids at the club. I learned to play snooker and cards. I also started to drink. We’d go hang out in the bike sheds and drink: beer, cheap wine, vodka, whatever we could get our hands on.


“Funny thing is my dad had cut back on his drinking by then. So, I figured I could drink for thirty or forty years and someday give it up whenever I wanted to or felt like it. Now, I tell my kids that they are genetically predisposed to it because of me and my dad.


“I developed a huge capacity for alcohol as a teenager. The only time I didn’t drink at all was before a golf tournament. Afterward was a different story, but I never drank before I played golf—as a kid or as a pro.”
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