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CHAPTER ONE

 The End


All golf tournaments come down to one last putt, but not all of them are high-octane occasions. At the climax of the 2009 French Open, for instance, Germany’s Martin Kaymer found himself with two leisurely strokes in hand over Lee Westwood on the first play-off hole (Westwood having just knocked his approach, not to mention his hopes, into the lake). Kaymer, who would fly north to win the Scottish Open, on the extremely bonnie banks of Loch Lomond, the following week, poured the ball over the front lip for a relaxed, unnecessary, rubbing-it-in birdie. It was a formality. Not one hat was flung into the air. Not a single spectator’s heart was racing; no one could hardly bear to watch.

While all such putts are final, however, some are rather more final than others, and the stroke facing Tom Watson two weeks later, after nearly 72 holes of tumultuous golf on the breezy links of Turnberry, had more drama and emotion riding on it than any other shot in the recent story of the game.

He was 59 years old, decades past his best, and was these days pivoting on a brand-new artificial hip, and leaning on memories for balance. At the start of the week he was a 1000-1 shot, with  no serious chance. But here he was, on the 18th tee, requiring no more than the good golfer’s fantasy score: par at the last. For four days he had taken the lead, faltered, and then revived again. He had just rolled in a putt for birdie to seize sole leadership once more. All he had to do now was finish the thing off.

The view down the 18th was familiar: he had played the hole many times, and won here twice before. He would have to clear a stretch of rough grass in front of the tee and land the ball on an invisible but roomy bulge of fairway in front of the dark-green television studio. From there the hole turned into the cavernous maw of three giant stands, surrounded by marquees. From the tee it resembled the jousting arena of a medieval tourney. Flags fluttered in the wind like knightly pennants, and yellow scoreboards sat on top of the crammed turrets like flowers on gorse.

Watson ignored all this and considered the yardage. ‘Two hundred and fifty-eight to the right TV tower,’ his caddie advised him, using the BBC’s on-course presence as a navigational aid. ‘Two hundred and eighty to the one on the left.’ Watson drew out the hybrid club that had served him so well all week, settled into his neat, familiar stance and ripped his drive down the centre of the fairway. That was the hard part done with, and as he walked past the corporate boxes in the marquee away to his left, and entered the scurrying wings of the huge gallery that had assembled to cheer him on, a low, eager, grateful roar began to rise above the hummocks and dunes. It is a feature of all golf tournaments that the crowd swells at the end, because as each pair finishes, the gallery multiplies; but on this occasion no one had slipped away, and the stands were groaning. Watson was writing an epic story, and those who had followed him this far did not want to miss the end.

As the tournament leader, he was in the final pair (along with a little-known Tasmanian called Matthew Goggin) and almost everyone was willing him to prevail. He was much loved, and would have drawn warm sentimental applause had he been last,  but he was not last, he was one shot clear of the field, and even the most sceptical fans, for so long doubtful that he could pull this thing off, found themselves believing that he could not fail. For the last four days he had been smiling and calm - ‘I guess “serene” is the right word for it’ - and seemingly able to control the boiling nerves that so often besiege golfers in winning positions. ‘My nerves are too well fried by now to feel anything,’ he said, but this was obviously a joke. His hands were steady; he looked the very opposite of edgy. He walked with a quick yet unflustered, apologetic gait - all business. If anything, he looked keen to get this over and done with.

The shot to the green, while not simple, was no great mystery either. The pin was on the left, behind a grassy mound and a bunker, near a bank that ran down to a gully. Hardly anyone had taken dead aim, not with the wind coming from the left: the chances of finding a landing spot on the front edge were slender. Watson and his caddie hummed and hawed.

The flag was 189 yards away, closer than it had been on the preceding three days, when he had faced shots of 206, 204 and 202 yards and bounded on to the green with his seven-iron. ‘What are you thinking?’ said Watson. ‘I’m thinking eight,’ came the reply. ‘So am I,’ said Watson. Of course this was not an unusual quandary: in his long career he had found himself between clubs thousands of times. ‘When you’re playing the wind, you always have two clubs in mind before a shot. At least I do.’ Both men felt that a nine-iron would pitch short of the putting surface, and who could say what sort of bounce it might find: it might career off at a berserk angle to the right, or kick left into that ugly clump. In the end it wasn’t a hard decision: Watson went with the eight-iron.

The spectators in the high grandstands had no way of knowing about these deliberations, but if they had they might have shuddered, because just 40 minutes earlier they had watched a 21-year-old English player, Chris Wood, come to this exact same  point with a chance to become Championship leader, and fly a nine-iron over the back of the green en route to a bogey that would leave him one shot off the pace. ‘I’ve never hit a nine-iron 210 yards in my life,’ he said afterwards, torn between joy and chagrin. ‘Probably a little bit of adrenalin, a bit of a flier . . . but you know, I couldn’t do anything about it. I hit a good shot; it landed on the line exactly how I wanted. It just absolutely went miles.’

Watson was 38 years older than Woods, and there had been an awful lot of talk all week about the prime value of ‘experience’; now, surely, was the time to make it tell. He settled into his unfussy stance, gave a brisk waggle, made perfect contact (as usual) and arched his ball with a strong, piercing flight straight towards the safe front tongue of the green. ‘I like it,’ he said as it flew high above Turnberry. ‘I like this shot!’

The spectators tilted their necks to watch it soar, and an approving rumble rose in the stands as those in line with the ball saw it fly bang on track. It pitched exactly where he wanted, bounced a couple of times before settling and then, like a plane landing, began to taxi up the lovely smooth surface on this famous green. The crowd burst into applause when it touched down, and continued as it commenced its final roll forward, but now the hands were stopping with abrupt mid-air uncertainty because - oh, for crying out loud - the damn thing was not slowing down.

Many golfers had suffered this fate today: in seeking to keep the ball away from the trouble on the left they let it wander off to the right or at the back, and this one too just kept on running. The green had been firmed by hours of sun and wind, and the back edge was coming closer, and on the ball trickled, closer and closer to the drop-off. It tried to slow, and for one long, heart-stopping moment it did seem to be coming to a halt near the flag, but eventually, with a careless air (it was difficult at this point not to personify the ball), it sneered, sauntered over the edge, gathered pace and bobbled down the mound at the back.

Not everyone froze in horror. ‘Christ,’ muttered the caddie-master with a grin, hurrying away from the scene. ‘A bloody play-off.’

This seemed premature. The dream was not dead yet. Surely.

Back in America his caddie would say: ‘My dying words will be: “I should have made Watson hit a nine-iron”’ - and he was only half-joking. Hindsight is the best historian, and even Watson, a day or two later, conceded that he might have erred. ‘In retrospect I probably would have hit a nine-iron,’ he said. But Jack Nicklaus called and told him bluntly: ‘Eighteen, you hit two perfect shots. The ball should have stayed up.’ This was cheering news. ‘I didn’t know,’ said Watson. ‘Nobody had told me that the ball was just barely trickling off the green. And Jack doesn’t patronise you, and he doesn’t patronise me. That soothed the wound a little bit.’

It comes as something of a shock to realise that top golfers, like leading performers in any sport, are not pundits, and have to make do without the close-up luxury of the televised view. And since they often do hit the ball, as the saying goes, out of sight, it should not surprise us that they are sometimes the last people to know what has happened to it. If Watson had known then what he learned from Nicklaus, he might not have reproached himself when he paraded up the final fairway (obliged by the crowd’s euphoric cheers to act like a bashful Roman emperor enjoying a Triumph) and inspected his lie behind the green. The ball was sitting quite well, as it happened: it hadn’t reached the dense rough, and though a delicate chip would be required to get it over the mound (land on the upslope and the ball would die; land on the downslope and it would skip past the hole), he could, if he wished, roll the ball up and over with the club that had performed wonders for him all week: his putter.

‘I went with the theory that your worst putt is better than your worst chip,’ he said. ‘I could have stubbed a sand wedge and left it short.’

When he looked at the slope in front he saw too that the grass was growing towards him, leaving a shot that would run, as it were, against the grain. Aware of the danger of the ball dying on the bank in front of him, he tried to ignore the row upon row of well-shod feet that rose up behind his shoulders - he was so close to the expensive seats that those in front could count the freckles on his neck - and urged himself to be firm. He settled over the ball, stilling the crowd with the intensity of his concentration, and nudged it forward. Once again there was a greedy roar of approval that thinned into an agitated, nervous gasp. ‘The ball started bouncing. It came out of that lie bouncing, and hot.’ It darted past the hole and skittered on. Hands clutched heads in alarm.

In truth, it was a clumsy effort that inspired much should-he-have-chipped-it? debate in the days that followed. For a player of Watson’s skill, it was not a testing shot: drop a dozen balls in that spot and he would get all of them nearer than this one. ‘I just felt like I had a better chance to get it close,’ he said, justifying his second queasy club selection. ‘And I got a little too thoughtful. I was thinking it was going to be slow, and gave it way too much goose. I gunned it on by.’

Too thoughtful . . . now there was an interesting insight. Golf may seem an introspective pursuit, and much is always made of the so-called ‘mental game’, but it may be that thoughtfulness is the enemy of good play, an interfering, contrary force that needs to be tranquillised. The true goal of those expensive gurus and psychologists is to pacify the jittery mind, and replace it with the kind of pure, transcendent empty-headedness that produces good ball-striking. George Plimpton once wrote about the confusions that lay siege to his best intentions when he addressed a ball, and described his inner game as resembling the patchy chain of command in a Japanese aircraft carrier: resonant orders issued by brainy admirals high on the bridge were twisted and muddled by lazy, careless or drunk functionaries lower down the chain of command.

It was infuriating: in an ideal world Watson would have coaxed that approach putt up to the hole and enjoyed an easy tap-in before lifting his cap and smiling his modest, blue-eyed smile to the watching crowd, as well as to the billion or so eyeballs glued to television sets around the world (it was Sunday lunchtime in Watson’s home state, Kansas), not to mention the poised pen of history. The world is not ideal, however, and to have to make this shot, on this day, for this title, in this place, was about as much as any professional golfer could reasonably wish for. Indeed, the whole essence of the mental inertia aspired to by the mind-gurus is that it declines to dwell on the past. What’s done is done: spilt milk cannot be unspilt. The only shot that counts, in the sacred texts, is the one to come. This, roughly, is what golfers mean by ‘taking the positives’, and it is true of fans too. As Watson walked after his ball with a sag in his shoulders, the crowd forced itself to stay in the zone and think positive. It had to scrub away the painful fact that the shot to come was a putt of exactly the length Watson had become famous for missing, because on this splendid evening, with history beckoning, he might - you never knew - hole it. And if he did, it would be an even more beautiful ending.

Time always seems to stagger at the end of the Open, because the long, 150-year saga of previous championships, played over this same terrain, hovers over the scene like a grave presiding spirit. The ghosts of previous encounters drift through deep shadows on the sunlit turf and insinuate themselves into the present-day drama. The roars of ancient crowds rumble below the cries of modern fans. Watson was one of these ghosts himself, yet here he was, a flesh-and-blood golfer with one shot to play.

He had won the Open five times, most recently in 1983, more than a quarter of a century before. A sixth win would lift him alongside the great Harry Vardon, creator of the wrap-finger grip used by most golfers, as the most successful player in the history  of golf’s oldest championship. And while no one would wish to diminish the excellence of Vardon in any way, those titles were achieved in the Open’s early years, against small fields of pioneering sportsmen, none as studious or skilful as himself. These were stirring times, when Old Tom Morris and his amazing son Young Tom Morris wrote the original chapters in the long history of this fabled event, but a Watson win would match anything in the game’s legendary past. To let so many years go by before returning in triumph was not even slightly precedented: in 1984, seeking a famous hat-trick, Watson had come second to Seve Ballesteros, and in 1994 he made a better-than-brave run, missing a hatful of makeable putts before surrendering the trophy to Nick Price, but since then he had not laid a finger anywhere near the Claret Jug. A sixth win here - just one more putt - would equal anything ever done in golf; quite a weight to hang on one simple roll of a ball on smooth green grass.

Still, it could not have happened to a more deserving fellow. Watson (everyone agreed) was one of the good guys: a courteous, modest golfer of the old school. He accepted the often wearying attentions of the public and media with patience and grace, successfully pretending not to mind when he was waylaid between mouthfuls at dinner. More than any other competitor, he seemed to uphold the fair-play virtues that in most sports, these days, seemed honoured more in the breach than the observance.

He would later reject the suggestion that he was distracted by tremors of history-in-the-making (‘Absolutely not . . . quite the contrary’), but if this is true, he was the only one who was immune. The thousands of fans in the grandstands had spent four days watching this semi-miracle unfold with slowly diminishing disbelief, and by now almost everyone felt it was somehow destined, written. Up in the hotel, managers were crossing fingers and toes, praying for the Watson victory that would make their refurbished resort the world’s most momentous golf destination.  Even Watson’s fellow players were holding their breath. The pair who had finished just ahead of him, Lee Westwood and Ross Fisher, broke off from post-round interviews with the media to witness the moment.

It was hard to believe, then - however necessary for his own composure that he deny it - that the echoes from his past did not reach Watson’s hands at this time. This coastline was full of memories; it was a setting with which he himself was synonymous. Thirty-two years earlier, before his playing partner Matthew Goggin was born, he had snapped a one-iron into this fairway, then fired a seven-iron right at the pin.

On that occasion, after some celebrated heroics from Jack Nicklaus (who drove into the base of a gorse bush on the kneecap of the dog-leg, heaved his approach to the edge of the green and holed an absurd putt that snaked across it before diving into the cup), Watson wasted no time tapping in his own short birdie effort for the famous win. The pair of them had left the rest of the field so far behind (ten shots, to be exact) that it seemed a gladiatorial tussle, and went into the annals as the ‘Duel in the Sun’, a summer epic that had been replayed on loops and in souvenir pull-outs for years. Never more so than this week: all those watching had, in some corner of their mind, a memory-flash of Watson, in the kind of sickly tartan-effect trousers that give golf a bad name, leaving the fray arm in arm with his great, yellow-sweatered opponent in a gesture of sporting chivalry that completed the image to perfection.

The 18th hole at Turnberry was named after that grand day. It was ‘Duel in the Sun’, and Watson himself had given a speech at the renaming ceremony in 2003 (when he also won the Senior Open), announcing with a grin that those trousers were alive and well, and living on Jesper Parnevik.

The emotional resonance of the occasion stretched further. Not so long ago Watson had won another major tournament on this lovely Ailsa Course: the 2003 Senior Open. It was one of his  favourite places in the world, and he was staying, as usual, in the Watson Suite, up in the hotel that overlooks the course (and which names rooms after its champions). His table for two in the dining room allowed him to breakfast and dine with his wife overlooking this very stretch of velvet turf, this emblematic horseshoe of grandstands that creates the theatre-in-the-round ending to all Open championships. And if he ever needed a nightcap, why, he had only to step into the ‘Duel in the Sun’ bar, where players lounged around a red-baize snooker table and propped their cues against the famous photograph of Watson and Nicklaus walking away from that fateful 18th green. The Turnberry clubhouse was equally full of Duel in the Sun memorabilia - indeed this whole landscape was impregnated with souvenirs: all week Watson had been able to recall that this spot was where Jack found his ball short of the gorse, and that fringe was where he had holed an improbable putt all those long, smiling years ago.

There were more recent, giddier memories. The first chapter of this week’s sensational story had been written right here, three days ago, when Watson holed a sixty-foot putt across the green to become the halfway leader and ‘roll back’, as the papers were quick to have it, ‘the years’. And in his three visits to the hole so far this week, he had needed only eleven shots (two pars to add to that euphoric opening-day birdie) on this last lap of the course. It presented, to say the least, a familiar challenge.

And now it came down to this. Immortality lay in that plain white cup just eight feet away. All week, Watson - a golfer as well known for his decades-old putting fragility as for his still-crystalline ball-striking - had been holing putts from implausible angles and distances. Time after time some force beyond himself, something uncanny, seemed to nudge his ball to the hole, lifting him towards the antique silver claret jug on which his name was already so many times engraved that it seemed his by right. One more smooth stroke was all he (and we) required. Just one more.

This for the Open. How many golfing children (or grown-up children) around the world have imagined such a whisper, such an invitation? It is a phrase that echoes across golf’s fields of dreams (otherwise known as driving ranges) like a mantra. This for it . . . This for the Open. It can be sober or ironic, light-hearted or grave, but it always carries a bracing gust of conclusive fact. What happens now, it says, is irrevocable. This, right here, is the point where all the twists and turns, each of the lucky bounces and breaks that delivered us to this juncture, fade into the mist. This one straightforward stroke before us now . . . this is how the story will end.

And the mischievous golfing demon that eavesdrops on such moments is always there to underline a stark and undeniable fact:

Nothing is written. This could go either way.

It sounds obvious, or dumb. But most golf triumphs are evaluated in retrospect, and drained of anything arbitrary or capricious. There is a reflex to present them as fated or willed (if nothing else, logical). So Padraig Harrington’s great victory in the previous year’s PGA (the season’s last major) was casually ascribed to his work ethic, his attention to detail, his humility and the confidence that came from being a two-time Open champion. These are powerful factors, but in the end he won because his long putt on the final green trickled in, while Sergio Garcia’s similar effort scraped the hole and missed. Not so long ago, Harrington was famous for repeatedly coming second, and it was widely mentioned that he lacked the little nugget of special-something that turned also-rans into champions. Few were happy to observe that coming second was both a heroic achievement and a cracking good sign: even Nicklaus came second more often than he won.

Anyway, no one could say anything disparaging about Watson’s will to win, because it was not only his unusual age - two months short of his 60th birthday - that made his situation so remarkable. There was the astonishing fact of his new hip, installed as recently  as October 2008. The world’s media were so gripped by Tiger Woods’s knee, the repair of which had kept him out of the game for nine months (including the year before’s Open at Birkdale) that Watson’s own encounter with the surgeon’s knife had passed with little comment. It was evidently not fun, however. ‘It took me two and a half months before I could hit a golf ball,’ he said.

When he was able to swing a club, the old pleasure returned. ‘I hit 200 drivers as hard as I could, and said, yeah, it feels good.’ And now, six months later, here he was, rewriting the textbook on what was possible in elite golf. Watson had won his five titles in an eight-year burst between 1975 and 1983, and no one over 50 had ever won a championship of this stature. But this week he had led from the start, and despite many waverings he was still ahead.

He was not your average senior golfer: he was a muchgarlanded all-time great who seemed to have a mystical affinity for the way the game was played in Scotland. He was serious-minded too. Like all great players of his seniority, he insisted that he was no mere ‘ceremonial’ golfer, and would not have entered if he did not feel competitive.

Everyone nodded and smiled at this, but few believed him: it sounded like a pleasant fantasy. Sure, it was plucky, virtuous and just what you would expect Watson to say: he was not the sort of man to occupy a spot in the Open that could have been filled by a younger combatant, just for the sake of an elderly ego trip. But golf, the reasoning went, had moved on. These days it was a game for youthful, gym-pounding dynamos with ball-bearings where waists used to be, a tight cadre of psychologists and swing analysts, and pink/yellow trim on their trendy white duds.

One or two people noticed, however, that the thing about the much-vaunted new technology in club design - the titanium-graphite revolution that was achieving vast distances and forcing even classic courses such as Turnberry to elongate themselves - was that it allowed older golfers to fly bunkers as freely as their  better-muscled young comrades. Nor, in golf, was strength the be-all and end-all: one of Nicklaus’s many trusty slogans insisted that to hit the ball further we must not make the mistake of trying to hit it harder - we must hit it better. Golf is a game of timing and accuracy, not mere brawn, and there was evidence to suggest that thanks to modern medicine and nutrition, 50 was not so elderly as it used to be. Only a year earlier, at Birkdale, the 53-year-old Greg Norman had snatched a headline-grabbing lead he did not surrender until the last hour.

Norman, however, was blatantly young for his years - he still had the streamlined silhouette of the young white shark he had once impersonated - and was patently rejuvenated (temporarily, it turned out) by the new love of his life, the tennis champion Chris Evert. She did look, some mean souls remarked, even more like Norman than did Norman himself, but their marriage seemed to have lifted the man’s heart as well his game. Evert, he was happy to confess, had opened his eyes about the level of effort and commitment required from those who aspired to excellence.

Watson had few of these Aussie accessories. He was recently remarried too, but did not offer himself as a romantic lead. He wasn’t a fast-lane, how-big’s-your-yacht kind of guy like Norman; nor did he stride up the fairways, shoulders rocking like a man still trying to impress lissom models in a nightclub. He shuffled along with the suggestion of a limp, in a tired quickstep and with the grimace of a rambler determined not to give in to blisters. And where Norman really did roll back the years at Birkdale by leaking final-round shots to Harrington, Watson had spent the last few days clinging on like a stubborn Highland terrier.

He had not contended in one of golf ’s four major tournaments since the last millennium. He was officially ranked number 1374 in the world, and while this was not a realistic measure of his ability (ranking points are available to those who play regular Tour events, and these days Watson made his home on the Seniors  Tour), it certainly made him a very smelly outsider. Anyone foolish or sentimental enough to put a few hundred pounds on a Watson win was shaking with the possibility of becoming a millionaire. For here he was, right in at the sharp end of things.

This for the Open.

Far out of sight, up on the hill, in the Duel in the Sun bar of the hotel, a gaggle of competitors - among them Nick Faldo, Robert Allenby, Boo Weekley, Chad Campbell and Darren Clarke - were having a drink and watching the denouement on television. When Watson walked up the 18th, his playing partner Matthew Goggin had stood to one side and sportingly applauded, as if he were a spectator, not a man two shots off the lead. And as the crowd rose to give Watson as thunderous and urgent an arm-waving ovation as has ever swayed an Open finale, these players had pushed open the doors, stepped on to the terrace, looked down at the tiny figure in the pale-blue sweater (the same colour as his eyes) inching towards them on the toy-sized golf course beneath their feet, and clapped him home.

Down below, the crowd fell quiet as Watson prepared to putt. But something had changed. As he climbed the mound and chased after his errant first blow, there was an imperceptible hint of dismay and self-doubt in his hurried, let’s-get-this-over-with demeanour. The serenity he had spoken of, the lightness of spirit that saw him seek out the hole with such unearthly calm, seemed to have dissolved. The crowd knew it: breaths stopped in mouths, hairs rose on necks, nails lay unbitten. The silence was heavy and nervous. For four days Watson had written a golfing fairy-tale - it seemed unthinkable that he might, at this last gasp, forget how the ending went. So effectively had he suspended reality this week that it made people’s stomachs twist to see him stutter now.

It was often said, afterwards, that Watson ‘suddenly looked his age’, but this never had much merit as an argument, since it was held (often by the same people) that it was precisely Watson’s  advanced years - his superior canniness and experience - that had propelled him to the lead in the first place. In truth, it seemed only that in the tension of this moment we saw his true age. Only now did the fluttering images of a fresh-faced Young Tom, clenching his gleeful fists by this flag in 1977, clash with the sobering reality of Old Tom, who after a golfing lifetime spent in sunshine and wind was as creased and weather-beaten as an old fisherman. He had not changed, but we had. The rose-tints fell from our spectacles, and the enigmatic half-smile that all week had seemed wise, benign and ageless suddenly looked anxious, even world-weary.

It was hard not to feel that a cog had slipped, or a crack had appeared in the magic mirror. It had been a tightrope walk, and Watson seemed to have done the thing that high-wire artistes must not do: he had looked down. Please, the crowd urged. Just one more putt. But the trajectory of faith was twisted in a sour knot. Having been forced to set aside the conviction that Watson probably would not stay the course (having come, in effect, to believe in miracles), we had to face the fact that miracles are rare.

It is a function of crowds that at certain moments everyone has the same thought. True to form, that is how it was in the closing moments of the 138th Open at Turnberry. Please let there be things in life that are too good to be true, we prayed in silent unison. Please don’t let him fail now.

It is interesting how strong these feelings can be. And while they may be inspired to a large extent by selfish hopes - we desire that memorable things happen while we are present, so we can boast for ever that we were there - a larger part has to do with the deep human thirst for stories. We are narrative creatures, and golf climaxes give us striking drama with terrific suspense. In structure they are a last-man-standing endurance test, but since they are tests of skill and nerve rather than mere drudge staying power, they engage more varied emotions. With each shot the  field compresses and the story shifts; slowly, as the days pass, a diminishing number of endings becomes possible. Eventually the tournament sculpts itself into tangible shape, with both leading players and a supporting cast.

This is why tight finishes in golf tournaments can be excruciating. The story of the entire event does not exist until the ending has emerged; the ending shapes all that has gone before. We feel that it all hangs on the very last roll - because it does. In theory, Watson’s first shot counted for as much as his last. When he cuffed that mid-iron off the 1st tee on Thursday morning . . . if he had skewed it into the sand he might have been unable to reach the green, might have been on a plane by now . . .

This is true. But it really is the concluding move that shapes both the tournament that has gone before, and the story we will tell into the future. What Watson did now would determine whether this was one of the all-time great days in the history of golf, or another damned close-run thing.

Watson has never been a slow player, so of course he did not allow such broodings to afflict his fans for long. He crouched over the ball, took a quick, familiar stab at it, and poked it short and right.

It was, as he said, ‘a lousy putt’. It never looked like going in.

And that was that.

It was like falling off a cliff. And it was right, in a way, to call it a non-event, because the main thing that happened was that an enormous, rich thing did not happen. A few seconds earlier the world was swollen with possibilities; in the time it takes for a ball to veer off-line, the sun had darted behind a cloud and the world felt cold, shrunken and in shadow.

‘During practice,’ Watson told an interviewer, ‘I made a slight adjustment to my putting stroke. I wanted to make sure I went more square to square. I kept that thought throughout the week, and that’s what I was trying to think on that eight-footer. Square to square; do what you’ve been doing. But I took the club a little  inside and never did get it in position. I blocked it with my left hand. Never released. Went right. Awful.’

Awful, indeed. And yet . . . He had not lost, but neither had he won.

This thing wasn’t over. There would be a play-off.

The stands tittered with nervous static, and it was hard to know what to think. Something magical had died, but perhaps it could be retrieved. All week Watson had proved there could be second comings; what was to prevent him rising above this death and winning the four-hole decider?

That final putt, though . . . It would not be easy to remain sanguine after that. It was worse than feeble; it was enfeebling.

Weak putts cut golfers to the quick for a specific reason; the vocabulary of the game is unequivocal. Putts that blaze past are held to be ‘bold’, ‘fierce’ or even ‘merry’, slurs anyone can put up with: they make even bad players feel like buccaneers, pirates, rebels. But putts that fall short induce a grave, eyes-averted response, as if to a bereavement. Golf ’s most boring truism - never up, never in - is a folksy attempt to disguise the sense that short putts betray a defect of character. They are weak . . . timid . . . shy. They hit golfers where it hurts by attacking players’ already suspect manliness (let’s face it - golf is not rugby). This is true especially among the executive classes that love and sponsor the game. In their business lives they enjoy a certain deference from colleagues and underlings. They fancy themselves clear-eyed men of the world, who take no prisoners and expect no favours. Weak putts expose them as paltry bluffers; they carry a lethal whiff of cowardice and mental frailty.

None of this was going through Watson’s mind. One of the strengths of his game - the reason he had won five Opens and almost, just now, a sixth - was the way he seemed able to accept the slings and arrows of seaside golf. One of the features of the Open is that it always takes place on a traditional links, over deep sandpits that stretch along a wind-battered coast. The uneven  terrain and squally weather make luck, the careless run of the ball, a major element, and Watson understood this. He did not moan, and took care to emphasise the good fortune that came his way; he knew that luck was part of the game. ‘The guys that are down in 50th,’ he would say, ‘I guarantee you, they got a lot of bad bounces, and didn’t make some putts. I’m pretty realistic about that.’

This is a non-negotiable fact of all golf, but it applies especially to the game played on these historic shores. Indeed, the phrase that echoes through the marquees in any Open week (just ahead of ‘Be interesting to see what happens when the wind blows’) is ‘That’s links golf.’ It fits almost every circumstance. A jagged bounce into a pot bunker? That’s links golf. A haughty drive that curls into the heather? That’s links golf. A splash of coffee on your slick Hugo Boss trousers? That’s links golf.

In a way, that is how this play-off felt - like a crazy bounce. Watson would now play the 5th, 6th, 17th and 18th (a demanding little circuit, to be sure) against . . . hang on, could this be right? . . . Stewart Cink.

One didn’t wish to be rude, but where the hell did Cink spring from?

In reality, he had never been far away. And half an hour earlier he had rolled in a firm birdie putt at 17 to stand on the 18th tee at one under par. It didn’t look good enough to beat Lee Westwood or Watson, but on the 18th green he rolled in another, almost twice as long as Watson’s - for birdie, not par - and clenched his fist in triumph. And I don’t like to boast, but I watched it fall, nudged the man next to me, and said that we might have just seen the putt that won the Open. Naturally, I didn’t mean it: it was black humour. And when Watson also birdied the 17th to stand on the final tee with a solid one-shot lead there seemed no way that Cink’s brave effort would win him anything more than enviable prize money. The fact, however, stood: at the very last minute of the eleventh hour he had pulled  off an abrupt two-shot swing against the leader. Coming at the end of a tournament as tight as this, it was a thumping turnaround.

Still . . . Stewart Cink? At the start of the day it looked as if Ross Fisher might run away with things, and for a long time Lee Westwood was the clear favourite. There was a flutter of excitement when two former champions, Ernie Els and Justin Leonard, made some putts to hoist themselves into the reckoning, and Chris Wood, the young Englishman playing only his second Open, somehow grabbed four birdies and an eagle to come within touching distance. Matthew Goggin, playing with Watson, was never out of the running, and for a few heady moments (when he rolled in a birdie putt on the 15th) it was possible that the 16-year-old amateur from Italy Matteo Manassero might come up with a fresh story altogether - a parable about the unbeatable value of inexperience, perhaps.

Jim Furyk, Retief Goosen, Luke Donald . . . the sudden landing of an eagle would have propelled any of them to the top of the leaderboard. But Cink appeared in none of these fluid last-day scenarios. ‘I was never really out of it,’ he said, with fine candour, ‘but I was never really in it.’ He was one of the few players to shoot better than par on the final day, however, and birdie-birdie finish is not to be sneezed at, so it wasn’t his fault that he suddenly found himself cast as the villain of this piece. Watson had been writing a golden myth, and Cink, leaping out from behind a tree at this late stage, seemed every inch the pantomime baddie. Tall, strong and bald beneath his cap, he did not quite resemble a wicked witch, an ugly sister, even a big bad wolf. But something in the situation infused him with aspects of all of these baleful characters, and quite a few more.

In four days of Open golf it had never felt as though the two men could belong on the same page. Watson had blazed the trail and captured the headlines. Cink, a seasoned Ryder-Cupper and US Tour winner, had simply played his usual high-calibre game  and not flagged. Some of the blame was ours: caught up in the soap opera of Watson’s heroics we had been far too dismissive of Cink’s chances. But it was still an act of bold disobedience on his part to ignore the script and actually compete for the trophy. For years he had been strictly supporting cast - this was his 12th Open, and he had missed the halfway cut more times than was decent - so it seemed astounding that he should wind up as joint leader.

There was some consolation, for Watson fans, in the fact that in most fairy tales the wicked witches and big bad wolves get their comeuppance in the end. But who said that this was a fairy tale? We still didn’t know what sort of story we were watching here.

It was the Open, by its very nature unpredictable.

That’s links golf.




CHAPTER TWO

 The Beginning


Other things were being settled beside the small matter of the winner. The top ten players (and ties) guaranteed themselves a place in the 2010 Open at St Andrews. And while this was a matter of little relevance for some: the Open admits previous champions aged 60 or under, so former winners like Faldo and Norman could go right ahead and book hotel rooms for the following July. And players like Westwood, Donald, Goosen and Els . . . well, they were almost bound to be riding high enough in the money lists to be admitted. But some of the other high finishers could count this as a very valuable prize indeed. It would liberate them from the tense scrum of qualifying the following year, and allow them to plan their schedules in peace.

Since there were five players in joint eighth place, there were 13 eligible candidates in all. It goes without saying that they had won giddy handfuls of money, and for players such as Goggin (£157,000) or the young South African Thomas Aiken, or the US-Swedish Richard S. Johnson (both of whom won £90,400), this alone was a serious cause for celebration. But the exemption that accompanied it was priceless. Goggin had been a last-minute call-up, summoned to Turnberry at the eleventh hour, while  Aiken and Johnson had fought their way through the 2009 qualifying system before teeing it up in Scotland. None of them would have to suffer such indignities next time. They could already look forward to a midsummer crescendo in Fife, in the Open’s 150th year, at the home of golf itself.

One competitor with more mixed feelings was Chris Wood, who had qualified this year through a fine performance in his debut Open at Birkdale in 2008. Tall, slim and scruffy-headed, he looked more like a student than a golfer, but at Birkdale he had played brilliantly for four days to come fifth, and win the silver medal that goes to the leading amateur in the field. With a proud father (four-handicap) toting his bag, and 60 pals and relatives from Gloucestershire cheering him on, he had floated in a daze through the week before playing the final round with Ian Poulter. In the end he finished tied with Jim Furyk, one behind Greg Norman and Henrik Stenson. It had been, he said, ‘the best week of my life’ - even though he had to wave aside a tempting cheque worth £168,500. If it wasn’t seventh heaven, then it was certainly sixth, and even the absent-minded text message he had received from his sister (‘Are you still at that Open thingy?’) could not dent the happy mood.

This year was different: he was now a fully fledged (though novice) touring professional, whose rock-steady third place (only one stroke shy of the play-off) was a genuine world-class effort. This time he could bank the prize money (£255,000 - more than enough to pay for his new flat), bask in the glow from this dizzy continuation of his Open career, and ponder the pleasant possibility that, following a fifth and then a third place, he was almost destined to be in contention in 2010.

The drive south was a troubled one, however. He could barely speak, and not only because he was tired. ‘I was just numb,’ he said. ‘If I was thinking of anything it was a bit of pride about a couple of clutch putts down the stretch to get back into contention.’ The journey was more than 400 miles, and this time his girlfriend and  his sisters were in the back, but the car hummed down the motorway in dejected silence. ‘They knew there was not a lot they could say that would make any difference.’

He pulled up in Bristol at two in the morning, and began to shake. ‘It is hard to put into words just how devastated I felt. All the negative emotions were there, the disappointment and annoyance . . . It occurred to me then how close I had come to getting my hands on the Claret Jug.’ It didn’t help to learn that he would have been the youngest winner since Willie Auchterlonie in 1893. It was ‘the dream of a lifetime’ - and the loss was more than enough to dampen his homecoming.

If losing were not painful, winning would scarcely matter. The sharp consolation for Wood was the knowledge that his performance had won him entry not only to the PGA, the next major, in August, but to the 2010 Open as well. There were already plans to make it a memorable jubilee, and Wood did not have to spend a single night (barring some unexpected injury or illness) wondering whether he could be part of it. This was by any standards a luxury: there were plenty of excellent players who would have killed for such a golden ticket. Somewhere in the depths of his sad ending was a bright new beginning. It is not true in golf that there is always next year - the vagaries of form and the whims of qualification are too tenuous and unreliable for that. But for Wood, that third consecutive Open invitation was as good as in the post.

 



This is how it always is: where one Open ends, another begins. To the crowd, the television audience and even the media, it is just one extra-long week in a mostly cloudless golfing calendar. But in truth it is a deeply rooted part of the British sporting scene that is never, even in the coldest pit of winter, entirely dormant. The four days in July that comprise the Championship itself are merely the glamorous tip of a huge qualifying mountain that begins in February, and an even larger administrative effort that  begins more or less the moment the winner fills the Claret Jug with champagne, or Guinness, or Lucozade, or whatever golfers drink these days. By tradition, the secretary of the R&A ‘concludes’ the green-jacketed presentation ceremony by anticipating (and extending invitations to) the following year’s event, and in this he is raising a glass to the idea that the Open, far from being a one-off pageant, is a continuous process, a wiry thread that runs, like the legend in a stick of rock, throughout the entire golfing year. The giant yellow leaderboard fixes its gaze on the future, and announces the following year’s venue.

‘We do try to take August off, to be fair,’ said David Hill, the dark, dapper tournament director from Northern Ireland. ‘But so far as we’re concerned the Open really starts at the beginning of September. That’s when we look to finalise accommodation for the following summer, and look at car parking, and even start to plan the tented village area.’

It helps that the Open rota makes a point of taking the event back to familiar sites, but it remains an awe-inspiring logistical effort. A year in advance, Hill knew that he and his team would have their work cut out. Turnberry is one of the more spectacular golfing venues, but also one of the more remote: despite being a mere half an hour from an international airport (Prestwick), it is not on the railway and is a good 90-minute drive from the nearest city (Glasgow). The reason it had not hosted an Open in 15 years was that, in 1994, it inspired a mind-numbing four-day traffic jam on the single trunk road (the A77) that runs south from Ayr (‘It was bad,’ said Peter Dawson, the R&A’s chief executive, a Cambridge man and once a scratch player. ‘There’s no getting away from it.’) There was also an acute shortage of hotel space in the immediate area, and nothing resembling a vibrant pub or restaurant culture.

This was part of its rough-and-ready charm: Ayrshire was not the Cote d’Azur, and felt closer to golf’s hardy, windswept origins as a result. But from a practical point of view it was tricky. In  October 2008 David Hill emphasised, on the Open website, that the R&A was determined to ‘take’ its annual championship to ‘all the top links courses’, which might not have been ideally phrased (it made the Open sound like an elderly relative in frail health), but was a fair point. No one disputed Turnberry’s merits as a golf course (though stern critics considered it a mite easy for the world’s top players), yet no one could pretend that it was convenient.

‘The village has 300 people in it,’ said Hill, ‘but we have to create a properly serviced facility for some 30,000 people a day, which means meeting all the statutory regulations regarding electricity, water, drainage, and so on. It isn’t as easy as you might think.’ Golf fans rarely pause to contemplate the labour that goes into staging their beloved majors (though they are not slow to complain if the coffee is too weak, or the queues too long), but Hill enjoys no such luxury. ‘We had to spend, for instance, well over half a million pounds on utilities, and that’s just to put in the basic things, that’s before you hire any generators or anything.’

The first of these essential units was a new drainage system for the course and a 60,000-gallon water tank - a strange resource, some might think, in an area of epic rainfall. The next most pressing construction, as at any Open, was a high-calibre media centre. The modern world’s press, television and radio personnel have high expectations (and needs), and the R&A is more than eager to help them get the message out. It takes a bit of planning, a task that fell (for the second time) to Malcolm Booth. He sighed at the thought of it. ‘You’re talking about a facility for around 750 working journalists, all of whom want phone lines and high-speed internet, in what is essentially a field in the middle of nowhere. They want to stream video as well. That’s an awful lot of technology, and we have to get it right. There was a time when the media tent was literally that - a tent, with trestle tables on grass. But that obviously won’t do any more.’ These days the media get a marquee like an airport terminal, with long banks of desk space,  swivel-chaired views of giant screens, a live hole-by-hole scoreboard, a restaurant, drinks machines and a busy office churning out piles of condensed facts, news announcements, schedules, statistics and up-to-the-minute player interviews.

‘They are quite spoiled,’ said Booth. ‘We just hope they appreciate it. To be fair, most of them do.’

 



In truth, the 138th Open began centuries before the first ball was struck. The event is so soaked in history, and so proud of its connections to a storied past, that all Opens bear the imprints of the game’s first stirrings. James II’s famous anti-golf decree (‘It is ordaynt . . . that ye fut bawe and ye golf be Utterly cryt doune and nocht usyt’) is usually taken as proof that golf, or something like it, was alive in the 15th century, and though this text is not crystal clear (‘golf’ might at that time have been a game for village mobs, for all we know), the game was certainly taking shape at Carnoustie, St Andrews and elsewhere by the time of the English Civil War.

In 2010 the Royal and Ancient Golf Club has been a name to conjure with for 256 years, and for most of that time it has been one of those strange yet typical British institutions: a private club that for historic reasons is also the ruling authority (tennis and cricket have similar pedigrees). It actually predates the Open by more than a hundred years. On 14 May 1754, 22 ‘Noblemen and Gentlemen’ from Fife formed themselves into a golfing society on the St Andrews links. There is a widespread supposition that Scottish golf grew up as a working man’s pastime, but these pioneering golfers were clubbable types: a brace of earls, a pair of baronets, several Honourables, two professors of philosophy, a lieutenant-general and many other notables. They were not quite pioneers; the Honourable Company of Edinburgh Golfers had banded together in Leith some ten years earlier and had written out the 13 articles (concerning how to play out of ‘wattery filth’, and so on) that would form the basis of the rules.

In 1766 the two clubs joined forces to create an annual competition, with a silver stick by way of a trophy, open to members of both clubs; and as the years turned into decades the St Andrews club became the de facto ‘home of golf’. In 1834 King William IV agreed to become its patron, thus bestowing on it the royal seal of approval.

At this early stage in its development, golf in Scotland was primarily a winter sport. It could not become a summer pastime until the industrial revolution delivered technology smart enough to cut grass in the growing season (the earliest horse-drawn cylinder mowers appeared in the 1840s). Until then, fairways had to be trimmed by sheep or rabbits. This was only one of many ways in which golf owed its growth to the industrial energy of mid-Victorian Britain. It often seems a pastoral idyll, full of exciting wildlife and birds crying on a sea breeze, but it is not a coincidence that the game is played with ‘irons’, and it was mass production (of both clubs and balls) that carried golf beyond the bounds of its original, upper-class champions. By the same token, it was the arrival of the railway that allowed urbane Scots to explore their new, wild-seeming seaside links. Trains reached Carnoustie on the Dundee and Arbroath Line in 1838, St Andrews in 1852, and soon afterwards the new railway opened up the magnificent golf coast in Scotland’s south-west (Prestwick, Troon and Turnberry). Traces of this heritage are so integral that they are barely noticed. When Pete Dye (later a leading American golf architect) came to Scotland in 1963 to play the Amateur Championship, he was delighted (at Prestwick) to see bunkers lined with railway sleepers, and borrowed the idea for his own work at Whistling Straits and Kiawah Island.

In 1897 the Royal and Ancient was asked by a group of leading clubs (exasperated by constant squabbles and disputes) to produce a uniform summary of the game’s laws, and ever since then it has been (except in America and Mexico: the United States Golf Association (USGA) was formed, with exactly the  same purpose, three years earlier) the ruling body of the world game. In truth there was only one essential rule: the ball ‘must be played as it lyes’.

Down the long years the Royal and Ancient has at times seemed stuffy and hidebound, but its historical right is incontestable. Nevertheless, in the 21st century it was hard to explain why a private club with 2400 members (none of them women) should continue to be the presiding body of a huge global sport, so the Royal and Ancient, on its 250th anniversary, launched a separate corporate wing to take charge of the commercial side, the rules and the running of the Open itself. This distinct arm was named the R&A: those evocative letters are no longer an abbreviation or a nickname, but a specific corporate brand. The R&A is a global concern, operating on behalf of some 30 million golfers in 123 countries. Apart from running the Open (the cash cow), it presides over major amateur championships, publishes the rules in many languages (distributing them free), and runs development projects in Africa, Eastern Europe and Asia.

All of this would be merely a historical aside if it weren’t for the fact that the original golfing landscape - Scottish links - is the DNA of the modern game. The physical feature that binds the modern Open to these faded stories is the crumpled links landscape, what John Updike once called ‘the medieval motherland’ of golf. Glimpses of it can be seen everywhere, because it was Scottish émigrés from these corrugated sand pits who fanned out, first to England and then to North America. Where they could (on England’s north-west coast, at Lytham and Hoylake), they created exact copies, but inland they echoed an alternative Scottish landscape - pine, heather and gorse - in commuter-belt miniature.

The many stories concerning golf ’s early years share something of the quality of myth. Early photographs show groups of men striking oddly formal stances, stiffly relaxed, or crouched in a pretend-stance over the ball. For the most part they look like  thick-booted, hard-drinking navvies, or off-duty soldiers; they hold their clubs butt down, like walking sticks or rifles. The class distinctions are painful: resplendent patrons stare at the lens, while their far more skilled inferiors look weary, like scruffy gardeners. It is from these complicated roots that the authority of the Royal and Ancient derives, because every single Open, including the 138th at Turnberry, is rooted in this unique original landscape.

As it happened, Turnberry was one of the most famous and spectacular courses in Britain, a gorgeous slice of Ayrshire coastline overlooking the humped outline of the Isle of Arran (and occasionally, on rare clear days, the faraway silhouette of Northern Ireland). Whatever happened on the fairways, this famed sporting joust would be framed by the same magical scenery in which golf had grown up. The drama - there is always drama - would be acted out on the same hummocks on which the game took root: it would put millionaire players with cashmere sweaters and private jets into ancient hillocks that dripped with bleak, wind-swept traditions and gnarled folk wisdom. The Open was a theatre of victory and defeat in which the finest of fine lines - a cruel bounce or a momentary loss of composure - could decide the outcome of a hole, a game, a tournament, or a life; so it seemed more than apt that this one should take place on rocks where Robert Bruce had once had a castle (the remains having long since dissolved into the beetling cliffs below the 10th tee).

Not the least of Turnberry’s attractions is its queenly hotel, which sits on the slope above the links - half fortress, half luxury liner - high, white and superb, with a red-tile roof that added a rakish splash of colour to a green-drab hillscape. It is historic in its own right, a sporting child of South Ayrshire’s ‘Golfers’ Line’, and the first grand golfing resort in Great Britain. It was more than a hundred years old, and had seen plenty of social finery, two world wars and three memorable Opens. No one knew what would happen in tournament week, but one thing  was certain: rain or shine (rain, most likely) the setting would be second to none.

 



In its earliest days, the Open championship had little to do with the Royal and Ancient, because it was the brainchild of another new golf club, at Prestwick, on the opposite (west) coast in Ayrshire. In 1851 57 would-be members met in the Red Lion Hotel and agreed to form a club under the captaincy of - who else? - the 13th Earl of Eglinton. Tom Morris (at this stage childless, and a long way from being ‘Old’) was asked to lay a 12-hole track over the lumpy dunes as its first ‘Keeper of Green’, and he did a grand job. The first hole, in particular, was a 578-yard monster, a colossal and often dispiriting challenge for Victorian clubs and balls.

In 1860 Eglinton and his club paid £25 for a chunky Challenge belt - red Morocco leather, with a huge silver clasp - and invited Scotland’s finest to tussle for it in the first ‘General Open Competition’. Prestwick invited both Musselburgh and the Royal and Ancient, among others, to participate, but found no support, so pressed ahead alone. Eglinton was a belt man - he put up a gold equivalent for archery - but this golf one was (pardon the sacrilege) hideous: a prizefighter’s trophy. Even so, it was deemed too valuable to give to the plebeian ‘professionals’ - caddies and clubmakers - who would compete for the right to hold it aloft; so it was stipulated that it should remain ‘safely kept’ at Prestwick Golf Club.

The year 1860 is just a date, so let’s put it this way: Jesse James was barely a teenager, and had never robbed a bank. No one had heard of Abraham Lincoln (the newly elected President in Washington), and Charles Darwin himself had been famous for less than a year. Stanley had not begun to search for Dr Livingstone; and Florence Nightingale was only now setting up her nursing school. Snooker had not been invented, and soccer was in its infancy (there was no such thing as the Football  Association). War and Peace and Middlemarch were works in progress (if that), and excuse me, but what on earth was a telephone, a car, a bicycle, an Impressionist painting?

It was, we can safely say, a long time ago. But some little time before noon, on Wednesday 17 October 1860, a gaggle of men in thick, warm, buttoned-up suits made their way to the opening tee at Prestwick, some with sticks under their arms, others with pocket-sized cadets or caddies - boys with shoulder bags to ease the burden on the competitors. Each player was assigned a gentleman to act as a marker (the assumption being that unobserved professionals were bound to cheat), and in marked contrast to the modern habit, where rounds can take five hours, the field completed three circuits - 36 holes - in time for a drink before dusk.

In these early days it was original, almost eccentric, to have a medal tournament. Up to then the preferred golfing format was matchplay: more fun for spectators, and a jazzier vehicle for laying wagers. In the old days at St Andrews, Tom Morris and his mentor Allan Robertson had played for some famously high stakes. Morris and the Musselburgh-based Willie Park were regular opponents who often played for £100 or more, but the Open, at this stage, offered more glory than loot. In that first year the belt went to Park, who knocked his innovative gutta-percha ball round in 174 strokes, two shots clear of the local hero, Morris, and a tidy 58 strokes better than the hapless fellow who came last (that’s links golf ).

‘They little knew what a candle they were helping to set alight,’ wrote Bernard Darwin, the great fin-de-siècle golf correspondent for The Times. As the grandson of Charles Darwin himself, it was fitting that he was on hand to celebrate the origin of this strange new species: the pro golfer.

Ah, but the characters back in those days! By all accounts Park could play with one curved wooden stick, and to make it more amusing he would play one-handed or standing on one leg. On  another occasion he used the face of a watch as his tee, and didn’t so much as scratch it.

As for Tom Morris, he went on to win four out of the next seven Opens, with his young son clambering around the familiar Prestwick dunes, absorbing the approaches to each green. No one knew it, but in the coming years this father and son - Old Tom Morris and Young Tom - would become as famous as anyone in Scotland.

In 1863 money began to rear its ugly head: Tom Morris won £6. And then, a few years later, a meteor blazed in the Scottish sky. Young Tom Morris played his first Open at the age of 14, and it was immediately clear that he was destined to take the game to a new level. He had devised a new method of ball-striking, which none of his opponents could match. In 1868 he achieved his first victory at the tender age of 17 years and 161 days, partly thanks to a scintillating hole-in-one at the 145-yard par-three 8th, and three years later launched himself towards a hat-trick by securing an eagle - eagle! - on his father’s impossibly lengthy first hole. That day saw him beat Willie Park’s 1860 wining total (only a decade earlier) by 25 shots. He was playing a game no one in the world had seen before.

A hasty committee meeting at Prestwick decided it was ‘not expedient’ for the club to provide another belt - and given the way Young Tom was hitting the ball, they would soon have to surrender the original. In 1871 there was no Open while they fretted about the future. Eventually, both the Royal and Ancient and Musselburgh were enticed to join the party and, with each club chipping in £10, they commissioned, in September 1872, a new claret jug from an Edinburgh silversmith. It was called ‘The Golf Champion Trophy’.

This time, to avoid some low-grade stripling ever taking possession of such a distinguished piece, it was decided that the Claret Jug should never be handed over for keeps: instead, the winner would get a medal.

It made no difference. At its first appearance, Young Tom Morris was too strong for everyone all over again (though only just: if David Strath had not found water on the last hole it might have been tight). But it seemed like destiny: Young Tom’s name became the first to be engraved on the old heirloom. To this day, he is the youngest ever winner not just of the Open, but any major - a feat he achieved the year after his father became, at 46, the oldest such winner. Even in its infancy, the Open could produce fairy tales.

The first twelve Opens were all held at Prestwick. When the Claret Jug appeared on the scene it began to rotate between Prestwick, St Andrews and Musselburgh. But it was becoming clear that it wasn’t, alas, very open: in those first dozen contests there were small fields - the largest was 17 golfers, nearly all local Scottish professionals (some of them related to one another). It was a closed shop: just two families (Morris and Park) won 15 of the first 25 Opens, and the early belts were shared between three men: Willie Park (three times), Old Tom Morris (four times) and his brilliant son (also four times - even in its earliest days, golf was a sport that could pit an oldster against a novice).

Facts and figures, however impressive, do scant justice to the story of the Morris family. Young Tom Morris came second in the first Open at St Andrews, in 1873, and second again the following year, at Musselburgh. He married a local girl, Margaret, and settled down to build a St Andrews golfing dynasty. Then, in September 1875, he was playing a challenge match with his father at North Berwick (against the Parks) when he received a fateful telegram. The good news was that his wife had given birth to a child. The bad news was that both of them were dangerously ill.

Tom and his father dashed to the ferry, but they were too late; by the time they arrived both Margaret and her new-born child had died.

Young Tom was crushed. ‘He went about’, according to one report, ‘like one who had received a mortal blow. He lived as if in some trance, all his light-hearted buoyancy gone.’ At the end of October he was playing a match with his father, and they were winning four-up with five to play, when he broke down entirely and lost each of the last five holes. On Christmas Eve he dined with a few friends, drank a bit too much, said goodnight to his mother and father, and retired to his room. When he did not emerge for breakfast on Christmas morning his father went into his room and found his dazzling, lovesick son lying quite still, quite dead.

He was 24 years old, the finest golfer that had ever lived, and a tragic hero. It seems he suffered a pulmonary event (a burst artery in his lung), but no one knows for certain. ‘People say he died of a broken heart,’ said his shattered father. ‘But if that were true, I wouldn’t be here either.’

 



Tom Morris Sr stayed at St Andrews and became the W. G. Grace of golf, designing 75 of Scotland’s finest courses - Muirfield, Dornoch and Carnoustie, among others - as well as a few elsewhere, at Westward Ho! in North Devon or Royal County Down in Northern Ireland. He died in 1904, in the Royal and Ancient’s 150th year. In the century since, the tournament has honoured its dead chiefly by revisiting the hallowed grounds where Morris and the other founding fathers made their first primitive balls, forged their antique clubs, hunched the collars of their tweed coats against the wind, and made golf the game it is today.

‘We do like to maintain our traditions,’ said Peter Dawson. ‘We only ever hold the Open on a links course, and we have nine of what we consider the best links on our rota. We don’t interfere with or manicure the land, and we like to let the weather dictate how the courses play.’

Fortunately, the requirements of tradition turn out to be convenient. Links courses are generous with ‘open’ (some would say  desolate) space: there is room for marquees, car parks, hospitality zones, bars, television cranes, generator trucks, grandstands and all the features of modern golf - more, at any rate, than there might be at a tight inland course. Mature trees may be beautiful, but they don’t half block the view.

In the end, however, it is the historical allure of these grand, peculiar, empty courses that makes the Open a singular event. Other majors have lush green pleasure grounds; the Open is a straw-coloured, wispy, windswept assault course where kestrels hang on the breeze and rabbits dart into dunes. The salt wind gives the trees (if there are any) a withered stoop, and the northern sea is usually a cold gunmetal grey. The aesthetic is primeval - those islands lie humped in the icy water like dormant dragons - but also martial, and not only because of the disused runways, or the fighter jets screaming over nearby gunnery ranges.

The term ‘links’ probably derives from the Anglo-Saxon hlinc, meaning a ridge or rise in the ground. In practice it refers to a very specific coastal formation: a band of sandy hummocks along a wild seashore, with wild grasses, and hardy clumps of gorse and heather, clinging to the dunes like barnacles on an upturned hull, with hardly a tree in sight. It is scenery that dates back to the aftermath of the ice age, when the melting snow withdrew to reveal a raw new coastline that was rapidly (that is, over several million years) covered with oceanic sand. Wind excavated the dunes into mysterious labyrinths of peaks and troughs, with shallow gullies nosing between high sandbanks, and Scotland’s golf pioneers identified this as the ideal locale for their bemusing new pursuit. Busy streams or burns wriggled their way through the soft surface, while tough grasses invaded the otherwise infertile soil. It was land too weak to support crops, and not lush enough to suit cattle, so it became host to a sea-level form of hill-farming: small flocks of sheep grazed the sheltered spots, creating the smooth green alleys that would one day become fairways.

This is where golf took root, in a seaside moonscape that was roomy, exposed and of no value for anything else. The sandy soil made the game playable in wet weather (not rare in these parts), and also influenced the grass: deep rooted, with tiny blades, not at all the lush jungle matting that carpets today’s more tropical golfing locales.

Golfing traditionalists (not a small tribe) have it as an article of faith that links courses are to golf what champagne is to sparkling wine: not just the original version but the proud summit of the game. Not everyone loves it; some players are flummoxed or worse. ‘I don’t know who designed St Andrews,’ said Mark James, a one-time captain of Europe’s Ryder Cup team, ‘but I hear he’s escaped.’ Some, such as the 1954 US Open winner Ed Furgol, just hated it, period. ‘There’s nothing wrong with the St Andrews course,’ he said, ‘that 100 bulldozers couldn’t put right.’ Plenty of Americans do not trouble to overcome this angry first impression, and decline to cross the Atlantic even when they have earned a place. This was not hard to understand in the days before air travel - who wanted to spend ten days at sea in order to lose golf balls in a freak northern gale? - but these days it tends to inspire sharp rebukes from Open loyalists. When Kenny Perry relinquished his spot at Turnberry (for a perfectly decent personal reason: there was a tournament in his home state of Kentucky that he felt obliged to support), the golfing world was unanimous in its disapproval.
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