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So great a sweetness flows


I shake from head to foot


W. B. Yeats


Nothing on Earth can enlarge the sweet spot –


but we can enlarge the area of forgiveness


Mark Trippett, pro at Beauchief, Sheffield
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You must begin again



So the day came when I climbed into the loft and came down with a former life. The cobwebs clinging to the bag came away with a stiff brush; the grooves in the club faces were filled with fragments of long-gone days from before. At the sink, I gave them a quick scrub, but the soil and grass were impacted solid.


Some time back I had passed on my climbing gear to my eldest stepson Joe, a passionate climber, much better than I’d ever been. With Mal Duff dead on Everest, I wasn’t going on big mountains again. I’d nearly given Joe the golf clubs too, but not quite. Instead they’d been lugged about on all my moves, last to be loaded, first to be shoved away in a corner. It was a wonder I could still lay my hands on them.


I slung the bag over my shoulder and stepped out into the bright Orkney morning, thinking the wonder was I could lay my hands on anything.


Six months earlier, the walk from my house to the Ness had been a challenge. Though my memory and concentration had improved since I’d finally left hospital, I was still a hollow man, gutted and enfeebled. In the city: too much stimulation, more input than I could handle. Back in Orkney there were fewer things, and bigger: sky, sea, the hills of Hoy across the water. How I needed those simplicities.


Day after day while convalescing I took the walk along the narrow street that runs through our town of Stromness, twisting slightly as it follows the shoreline’s contours, then opening out as the houses stop. I loved the next stretch, walking above the unbreakable water, smelling salt and seaweed, watching the light bend over Scapa Flow.


Then the road dips down to shore level, past the old boatyard and finally on to the Point of Ness.


On my early outings, I had to rest there. Not-dying takes it out of you in many ways. After a while my eyes would turn from the sea to the golf course laid out above the Sound of Hoy. I took to leaning over the wall, watching golfers tackle the 16th hole. My shoulders began to turn involuntarily as they drove off; my hands twitched as I watched the approach shots into that complex green. I analysed the swings as they drove off next to me on the 17th. I could see why this one hooked, and that one topped; felt satisfaction at the good player’s timing, that precise keesh! as the ball flew . . .


One afternoon I was leaning over the dyke. The mower was out on the hill and the smell of cut grass travelled downwind, and mingled with the sweet rot of seaweed. I watched a foursome playing and thought: My God, surely I can do better than that.


So that morning came when I went into the loft, then carried my bag of clubs over my shoulder to the Stromness course, just as I had done as a lad in Anstruther some forty years earlier, and it may have been the bright warm April morning, or the rattle of the clubs behind my back, but I felt hopeful, full of curiosity, excited for the first time in a long time.


I admit my heart was beating fast as I pushed open the little brown gate and stepped onto the course.


We’ve seen it in films: the gunfighter, the priest, the ice climber, returning to their old accomplishment. It begins with the equipment, strange yet so natural in the hands again: holster, chalice, crampons. From a broken zip pouch I take out a couple of balls – a bit scuffed, but good enough. A few golf tees. Then the flattened, wizened blue golf glove. My father’s voice in my inner ear: It helps remind you the game’s played wi’ the left hand.


The glove is cold, worn and slightly musty, but still fits. Standing at the 1st tee, I look around. Apart from two children on the swings and the distant tractor-mower, there’s no one about. Good, because this could go horribly wrong.


I choose to play safe and take out the 4 iron. Hands fall into place on the rubber grip. I take a few cautious swings. I could think about pivot, shoulder, weight transference, hip turn, wrist release, but my body seems to know fine what to do.


Quick check to see no one’s looking, then I do some yoga stretches. When I watch my youngest stepson Leo, I see he moves in a subtly different way from me. He bounds, flops, lounges, jumps up, all quite fearless and unmeditated. Injury never crosses his body’s mind.


I tee up the ball, wonder if that’s too low and I might miss altogether, so tee up higher. A couple of faster practice swings. This feels good, the whole kinetic sensation of it. I’m not telling my body to do all these complex things. I just think: Go, and it does what comes naturally. Like the first times Lesley and I made love, cautious and gentle, after I came out of hospital.


The gunfighter moves into the street; the priest approaches the altar; the climber clips in – as I step up to the ball, everything becomes very clear. The scuffed dew on the fairway says I’m not the first person out today. Sun warm on my neck as I bend over the ball. Terns peeping by the Ness, gulls tilting over the hill, bairns calling on the swings. I’m alive, surrounded by golf course, sea, life. I’m living in after.


I swing. Arm socket and neck jerk as the club head meets little resistance. I look up to see the ball rising near-vertically, veer right, land over the wall in someone’s garden.


What a very silly game.


I’m shaking my head, part mortified, part amused, as I tee up another ball – a bit lower this time. Should have trusted myself more.


OK – no laughter at the back. There is no one at the back. This is just a silly, fun thing I’m trying out because I’m still on the planet and need to recover more than my physical health.


This time the ball flies up that brae like a slingshot, straight and true. I lift my bag and walk up the fairway with golden warmth coursing from my wrists to my heart. The course is alive, I’m alive, I have just hit a proper golf shot, and the first lark of the year is singing way high up.


I think on my dad, last seen seventeen years after his death, when he came to me while I lay in a coma in Hallamshire Hospital Intensive Care. It had been good to see him. He had told me to picture walking up the first fairway at Anstruther, and that helped me hang on.


I look round the glittering course. Dad, I wish you were here to enjoy this.


Then I stop mid-stride because I swear to Golf I hear his voice, his real live voice, throaty and amused. But I am.


When a man’s deid, he’s deid, my father would say. I tend to agree with him. Yet all I have ever written starts from voices within, and they are true in their way. As I hit then followed the flight of that little dimpled planet, and set off after it in some kind of erratic, jubilant pursuit, I sensed I was on the track of something, though I had no idea it would take so long to get there.


It wasn’t so much that I took up golf again; truth is, it took me up.


It takes me up still.





1ST



‘Laird’


(NORTH RONALDSAY)


North Ronaldsay: outermost of the Orkney Islands off the north coast of Scotland. Approx. 3 miles by 1 mile. Pop. c.62, plus 3,500 rare-breed North Ronaldsay sheep. Also numberless birds and seals. The island is surrounded by the longest drystone wall in the world, to keep the seaweed-eating sheep on the beach.


Trees – few, none taller than 15 feet. Hedges – none. Buildings over one storey – 3. 1 golf course, privately owned, open to all.


As I walk across the island from the house of the Old Laird, the wind bears a dog’s bark from the other coast, the faint groan of a digger up by the lighthouse a couple of miles off, and the high, thin mewing of innumerable seabirds.


The birds, the surrounding sea, the wind over grass – they are ever-present as one’s heartbeat and breath, so constant they are not so much sounds as conditions of existence. When they stop, you’re probably dead or have left North Ronaldsay.


The grey sky had rolled back like an eyelid while we were inside listening to Mr Robertson talk about his course, and I’m now walking with a handful of golf clubs under a vast blue stare. There is no cover on this little island. From here it’s possible to look back towards the Bird Observatory at one end, see a volunteer bend over a bird-ringing trap, then look north and watch the post van stop by the lighthouse at the other end.


At any moment of the day any inhabitant would have a pretty good idea where all other inhabitants or visitors were, and what they’d be up to. If you want to locate one person on North Ronaldsay, just ask any other. Remote islands are the very last places a recluse should seek.


To my wife Lesley, though she thrives on many aspects of our Orkney life, this absence of privacy is horrifying. To me, it’s good to be constantly in a social network, knowing others and being known. I admit this sits rather oddly with my preference for solitary golf – true golf, as I think of it. Les has gone to explore the other side of the island, and I am here to discover this course alone, and that’s just fine with both of us.


A rust bucket with four wheels attached comes up behind. I step off the road as it trundles by. The driver lifts a hand in greeting, I return the salute. Why does he greet me? He doesn’t know me. He greets me because I am here and he is here, and we are on the same island.


As the car dwindles and I climb over the gate through the dyke, I think maybe it’s because of this little bundle of golf clubs I’m carrying in my hand. Maybe he greets me as one golfer does another, fellow members of the same singular, suffering, exultant fraternity.


I jump down from the gate onto short-cropped springy turf, then I’m standing on one of the world’s oddest and most remote golf courses, surrounded by 360 degrees of uninterrupted horizon under a vast blue sky. It’s late July, the day is warm for the North Isles, the sun is full on my face, and I’m outrageously and unreservedly happy.


The ‘clubhouse’ is a battered shed perched on breeze blocks. It is slightly skewed, and faded and tattered as everything is here by wind, salt and light. There is no starter, no tee-off booking, no queue at the first tee. In fact, there is no identifiable tee.


There are also no golfers, and no greenkeepers other than the three hundred-odd North Ronaldsay sheep cropping the fairway. A number of poles, black and white and canted at strange angles, some bearing faded tatters of material that might once have been flags, are planted in the midst of turf. According to the sketch-map on the back of the scorecard, the nearest one marks the 9th green.


Scanning the course against the needle-bright light, I begin to understand there are no ‘greens’ as such, no ‘fairway’, no ‘rough’. It’s all an undifferentiated One, like the original world, the world before language. There is only undulating links turf, bounded by the ocean on one side and a great stone dyke on the other. It makes the simple Stromness course seem like Augusta.


Is this really a golf course at all? I climb three concrete steps, pull sharply on the old wooden door. After brief resistance, it gives, and I step into the empty hut that just yesterday was the nerve-centre of the world-unknown North Ronaldsay Open Championship.


A strew of assorted golf clubs, propped on the table or splayed on the floor, some bent, all seaweed-dark with rust. Three very tired golf bags. A box of old balls. A bundle of pale-blue score cards: North Ronaldsay Golf Links: Rules and Scoring Card.


I pour coffee from my flask, look out the window at the sheep and the sea, then pick up a card to read the Local Rules:


The seashore is not a bunker.


A ball may be lifted free and dropped not nearer the hole when lying on kelp ware, in beach marks, or in wheel tracks.


PLEASE KEEP ALL GATES AND THE DOOR OF THE GOLF HOUSE CLOSED


Pinned up on a wall is a yellowed list of the charges for playing this unique course:


Residents £5 per calendar year.


Non-residents £3 per day, including scorecard.


£10 per week, including 7 scorecards.


Clubs plus bag £1 per day.


Hon. Sec. Peter Donnelly, Sanger.


I put aside for the time being the question of where I might leave my fee, peel away the tape I’d used to bind my few clubs together for the fifteen-minute plane flight from Kirkwall. I’ve brought 5, 7 and 9 irons, putter. The irons are my own, cavity-backed, graphite-shafted. They look conspicuous in these surroundings. The putter is my father’s, a hickory-shafted Ben Sayers blade, heavy and ribbed along the sole. Folding my fingers round its rectangular black grip, worn smooth with use, I feel again his huge hands wrapped over mine as he teaches me the overlapping grip.


I select one of the wooden clubs lying on the floor of the hut, a 3 wood or ‘spoon’, as I still think of it. My dad gave clubs their old names, their proper names, the ones he’d grown up with around the Great War. The 2 wood was a ‘brassie’, the 3 wood a ‘spoon’. The irons I’ve brought today he might loosely cry a ‘mashie’, ‘mashie-niblick’, ‘niblick’.


Standing in this little hut, the names seem right. Just glancing out the window at the sheep scurrying over the 9th ‘green’, it’s clear this doesn’t call for precision golf. It calls for a long iron to mash the ball with, a general-purpose club and a pitching club, as well as a wooden-shafted putter, and a lot of instinct, improvisation and hoping to luck.


I pick up the clubs in one hand, stuff a scorecard into my pocket, and step from the hut onto the links.


I feel dreamy yet unusually awake and alert. It’s a state that descends on me on golf courses, part of what has brought me back to the game after thirty years. A sense of the past, my own and golf’s, trails thin and high above me along with the few scattered clouds.


I consult the sketch on the back of the scorecard to ascertain roughly where the first tee might be, then decide which leaning pin out there most likely marks the 1st green.


A few stretches and swishes, then settle over the ball. Unless I top this horribly, I’ll clear the nearest group of sheep that unconcernedly graze the first hole. The more distant ones will have to take their chances as the ball comes down. These sheep have survived unchanged from late Neolithic, so they can take a few golf balls raining from the sky. This is mad. Is this golf at all?


But the pin is there, 182 yards away, and I’m here. The day is so bright, the wind is warm; along the length of Linklet Bay, the turquoise water is mind-alteringly clear.


I focus on the ball, the smudge of earth on the back of it. Arctic terns dive overhead as the breeze pats my face. My father’s voice: Keep your head still, lad. Dinna press. The first two Commandments of Golf, eternally true, always being broken.


Here we go –


Something happens, that’s all that can be said of it. The body winds up, releases, wrists kick, arms follow through – and inside and out something has happened. I look up, find the ball high, near-invisible in the white light. Caught in the breeze, it drifts further out right, falls among a scatter of sheep.


I pick up my little handful of clubs and set off.


This 1st hole is called ‘Khylas’ – must be the same Mount Kylash I remember in Tibet from our Everest Unclimbed Ridge expedition in 1985. The Old Laird told us his grandfather, who effectively owned the whole island, had created the course in the 1880s after serving as an engineer with the army in India. As we shook hands on parting, Duncan Robertson added, ‘It’s the name of a sacred mountain in the Himalayas that my grandfather once visited. Which may seem rather odd because the hole is completely flat. I think he meant that for him that hole was Heaven. Do enjoy yourself.’


As I find my ball, flick away the nearest dry sheep turds and a bit of rabbit skeleton, I think the laird’s grandfather wasn’t far wrong. There’s no mountain, sacred or otherwise, in sight, but there is a white-sand beach a mile long on my right where seals have lain up, a mild breeze that comes clean all the way from Newfoundland, warm sun, mottled turf the colours of faded camouflage trousers. Above all there is space, a vast dazzling openness redolent with sea and grass and sheep, and I’ve a cleek in my right hand, a ball at my feet and a canted pin up ahead. It is indeed heavenly.


The shot goes roughly as intended, but my ball drops short of the pin, kicks right and stops abruptly. I’ve just learned two things: the ground though very dry is quite spongy. Probably to do with the sheep. The links of my childhood would be like concrete in this weather. Secondly, the air is so clear it falsifies judgement of distance. That lighthouse looks just a couple of big tee shots away, though it has to be nearly two miles.


The ball’s now some 20 yards from the pin. Am I on the green or not? There is no green, just a stout metal pole keeled over towards the horizon. Do I putt this, pitch it up, or run it in?


I opt for the orthodox shot, flip the ball up with the 9 iron. Ball lands, jumps sideways. Right. No more high pitches.


I stoop down, clear a path to the hole through the light dry sheep droppings, the odd pebble and bone. God knows how they played the Open yesterday in this. Already the winning score of 39 over the nine holes, by a nephew in ‘the laird’s party’, seems a decent achievement. Must wash my hands afterwards. On a normal golf course you do that because of the various chemicals sprayed; here it’s because of the rabbits and sheep.


My first putt scutters along, bounces right then left, ends up a couple of feet from the hole. Which looks a bit bigger than standard. Which given the state of this non-green green, all lumpy, sheep-trodden, unrolled and uncut, is probably necessary.


To my surprise the next putt goes in the hole. I pick it out. A 5 at a 182-yard hole, normally a par 3, though my card gives it as a par 4. I can see I’m going to have to adjust my notions of what’s possible here.


It’s absurd but even here, alone and unobserved, I really want to do well. That second shot, the misjudged pitch, irritated me. Already I am erecting targets, expectations, aspirations. Though this is just an exploratory round on a sort of golf course, and no one’s watching, I’ve already invested in outcomes. And that, sure as golf is golf, will bring frustration and disappointment.


Call it human nature. Call it the karmic wheel, the hoop of fire, attachment, the source of all suffering. Or just call it Golf.


As I biff my way up the long 3rd hole (‘Long Hole’, par 5), I’m thinking of my father’s Anstruther golfing pals when he’d retired there. Mr Duncan and Jimmy Gilmour. In their seventies and never very good golfers in their youth (judging by their curt, prodding swings), these taciturn, canny men had played the course for decades. They knew every wrinkle, every hazard, and how to adjust their abilities to it.


On a short course like Anstruther, full of little quirks, ambushes and oddities, such men should not be taken on lightly as they poke and prod their way around in two hours twenty minutes. On the few occasions when as a teenager I played with them, though I was always driving past them off the tee and my swing was far more rhythmic and free than theirs, at the end of the round we had scored much the same.


They were of a different age, those men. They’re long gone, skeletal in the ground or scattered as ashes.


As I putt out the 3rd ‘green’, I look down at my hands. Dad taught me this grip. He taught me many things, most of them through golf. How to win, how to lose. How to behave towards the people you play with. The importance of knowing one’s game and limitations, the necessity of self-control. You’re no’ here to chatter, you’re here to play golf.


I shake my head to clear it of these ghosts, then cajole the ball into the hole with his putter.


Alternating between bafflement and incredulity, frustration and pleasure, I leisurely explored the North Ronaldsay links. ‘Long Hole’ seemed very long into the firm breeze. ‘Burn Hole’ had a faint watery depression running across it. ‘Short Hole’ was indeed short at 99 yards (a pleasurable short iron drifting downwind like a dandelion seed, felt and looked lovely but went way past the pin – I over-adjusted for the clarity of the air).


Some of the tees were marked by half-buried little concrete markers, others I couldn’t find at all. The course was apparently not at its best. When the laird’s grandfather founded the course for himself and his visitors, before coming up for the summer he’d pay a crofter to clear the fairways and roll the greens. And there were additional holes, now lost, played over the great sheep dyke.


Mr Robertson had blamed the deterioration on ‘the socialist government who gave the tenants all these rights in the 1880s’. I drank his tea and said nothing. It didn’t seem the time to opine that the Crofters Act of 1883 was a fine, long-overdue piece of legislation that finally gave crofters some security in their lives.


From one point of view Duncan Robertson is a largely absentee feudal laird who deep down regards the island as his family’s personal kingdom. He could be regarded as an exemplar of everything that’s retrograde in landownership in Scotland, especially the Highlands and Islands.


Then again he was humorous, courteous, hospitable. And though he doesn’t play golf himself, the course remains open to all. He seemed a kindly and decent man, which for me weighs more than political views. In the days when I climbed hard and had to entrust another person with my life, I learned that opinions are froth. Only how we behave has weight. Will this person leave me on the mountain? What we say afterwards in tents and bars may be entertaining but largely foam from the mouth.


At the 7th, playing directly towards the sea, my ball ended up within the ribcage of a rabbit skeleton. I decided to prefer (improve) the lie of my ball without penalty, so lifted and dropped it a foot away. No getting away from mortality, even here. Maybe especially here.


This was ‘Carlos’ Hole’. I wondered who Carlos was; it seemed an oddly exotic name for the far north. I imagined a homesick Spaniard, descendant of some shipwrecked sailor from the Armada. (The following day Peter Donnelly laughed and told me Carlos was a well-loved dog, buried on the course under a marker of his own.)


At the long 8th, ‘Linklet Hole’, I tried the wooden club I’d borrowed from the ‘clubhouse’, and heaved one ball onto the beach, the next into the sea. I let the sea have my second ball as a form of local taxation, but found the other in a pool near where the seals had indignantly retreated, leaving low shining hollows as they dragged themselves to the water. I could have done with the bizarre club the laird had shown me: a very old wooden-shafted club with a rusted head that had a circular hole in the middle of its face. I’d looked at it, mystified. The hole was slightly smaller than a golf ball. It looked like some ancient agricultural implement from some long-lost art.


‘A water iron,’ Duncan Robertson had said. ‘I think my grandfather had it made for playing off the beach.’


Then I was at the 9th. Found the tee, decided on the mashieniblick. Scaffed the tee shot horribly, worst shot of the round. But my second was sweet, restoring my mood, ended up some 20 feet from the pin. I cleared away various pebbles, a bone or two, wool and sheep and rabbit droppings, looked at the putt. I wanted this par, the second one of the round. Even alone and playing each shot just for the interest and pleasure of it, still these little goals, hopes and anxieties. The turf was lumpy as usual, the ball could go anywhere.


I remembered a technique developed on our scarred putting green in Anstruther: hitting the ball on the up to deliberately impart top-spin. That might help hold it on the line. I steadied over my dad’s putter, remembering him. The ball ran smartly with little diversion, finished a foot away, a tap-in for par.


I looked around, but there no witnesses apart from a few sheep.


Still, it’s what you do when no one’s looking that counts. I took my packed lunch from the hut and sat down in the sun and wind, feeling as wide open as the world around me.
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The cronies play Billowness



On a brisk April morning, they are playing the short 2nd on Anstruther, by Billowness where the green sits below the squat War Memorial. My dad in his tweed jacket and plus-fours, pipe clenched between his teeth, looks increasingly like the great Harry Vardon as he waits his turn to play. Jimmy Gilmour and Mr Duncan wear gardening trousers and old windcheaters. All three have flat bunnets, pulled down firmly against the stiff breeze.


Jimmy Gilmour’s prodded tee shot has just kicked off the rim of the bunker and finished near the pin. He smiles, shakes his head: undeserved.


Below his stubby white moustache, Mr Duncan says something as he steps in turn onto the tee; they all chuckle quietly. Mr Duncan stabs with his wood, the ball wobbles low then trundles onto the edge of the green. He brushes his moustache, looks satisfied. It’ll do.


My father tees up his ball, a Dunlop 65 he found in the rough a month back. He looks up, then down, waggles the club once. The others stand still and silent, as they should. Dad is wearing heavy green woollen stockings and his old brown golf shoes. In his bag beside the tee is the putter I’m using today.


He swings, pulls his shot a bit, always a problem for him. His ball runs past the left-hand bunker, leaving a simple approach to the pin. He may get down in two from there.


He nods philosophically, shoulders his bag, and the three elderly men set off steadily towards the green, Jimmy Gilmour limping with his gammy leg from the Great War.


Unhurried, absorbed yet not that bothered – there’s no money on these games, they just notice who has won – they’ll get round Anstruther with a minimum of fuss. There will be the pleasure of a good shot, disappointment at a poor one, quiet laughter and head-shaking at a piece of luck, maybe the pleasure of finding a good ball in the rough.


As always, they play briskly, with few words and some brief chuckles. No hanging about, just walk up to the ball, hit it and walk on. They don’t use scorecards but keep the score in their heads. Each expects to get through a month using one ball, and will be quietly satisfied to get through a round with the same golf tee.


If there’s time, there’ll be a quick pint at the Craw’s Nest afterwards, where the best score will pay. They share a very Scottish sense that good fortune must come with a penalty, and a bad day is best cheered by a free drink. Then it’ll be home for lunch, agreeing to play again in a couple of days.


If I say golf courses are haunted places, I mean it is we who are haunted. I can only watch, believing and not believing, as by the 2nd green above the Billowness, on a brisk bright grey morning in Eternity, my father glances at the hole once, then bends over his putter.





2ND



‘Travesty’


(NORTH RONALDSAY)


I drink with one hand, run the other through salt-stiffened hair. My fingers linger a moment on the tube just under my scalp on the right side, then drift to find the two shallow depressions in my skull. It’s a reminder, if I ever need one.


I’ve been writing about my brain injury indirectly, through fiction. But In Another Light is finished now and there’s a gap left. Which gives me time to play a bit until I discover what comes next. Agent and editor would like to see another novel, but I’m tired of living in make-believe, and a bit resentful of all those days spent in the shed with a bright world untasted outside. I’d rather be out playing golf, or walking by the sea, or upstairs making love with my wife.


One thing this tube in my head tells me is I’ve only so many days. What do I want to do with them? It’s a simple enough question.


I throw my sandwich crust to an enterprising sheep, reckoning it would enjoy a change from seaweed. I live much of my life in a daze, cut off from the present by the internal dialogue commenting, judging, remembering and anticipating. On a golf course I seem to abruptly come to, like with Lesley when our eyes meet across the breakfast table. Why is that? Can we make it happen more often?


Back to golf, though these inner conversations are very much part of the game. What have I learned from this preliminary reconnaissance round? The course, as always, is a given. It can’t be adapted, I must adapt to it.


I need to alter my distance judgement to allow for the clarity of the air. And pitching the ball in high towards the pin doesn’t work. So it’s back to the low pitch-and-run shot of my childhood, the classic Scottish seaside links shot from an age before watered greens and the lofted wedge. After dozens of hours spent practising that shot with all the tunnel-vision fanaticism of a teenage boy, maybe some of that knowledge still resides in my wrists and arms.


Then the top-spun putt to help the ball hold its line – that will help.


The biggest adjustment is mental. I’ll stop treating this as a travesty, a hopelessly run-down modern golf course, and play it as it is. That’s the only way to deal with the sheep turds, the random bounces, ruts, pebbles, bits of bone, the lost tees, the missing pin. Think of par for each hole as at least one more shot than usual and try to make that. (After all, what we now call ‘bogey’, meaning one over par, used to actually mean par. It was par for the time.)


The alternative is frustration and constant irritation. Play the course, my father used to say. Play it as it lies, not as how you want it to be. How much of his life-guidance was couched in terms of golf.


These sheep now, they’re adapted. Short-bodied, wiry creatures like little goats, their fleece in corkscrew twists like half-unravelled dreadlocks. They spend much of their time on the seashore at low tide, eating the soft bright-green seaweed. Their digestions are adapted to it, and it’s believed they’re unchanged from the Neolithic period.


They also happen to taste great. I’ll be eating North Ron lamb tonight at the Bird Observatory, looking forward to it already.


I stand up, stretch away the stiffness that’s setting in already. Think sheep. Think adaptation. Here goes.


This time I allow for the crosswind, and my tee shot at the 1st flies and bounces, finishing some 30 yards from the flag. On any normal course one would entertain ambitions to get down in two from here. On any normal course this would be given as a par 3. But here the R & A guidelines are firmly – and rightly – laid aside. Where a pitch may jump in any direction, and holing any putt longer than a couple of feet is uncertain, this really is a par 4. Bogey 4, right?


Fine. I reach back into my childhood memories, pitch-and-run the ball to within 15 feet. Again top-spin helps the first putt hold its line better. Tap in for a 4.


Yes, it feels like I’m playing golf. The word travesty is being carried away on the breeze in the direction of Norway. Adapt, accept. Play it as it lies.


The 2nd is a par 3, a mere 146 yards. I locate a likely teeing area. Demarcated tees didn’t come into golf till the late nineteenth century; before then players hit off at one or two club lengths from the previous hole. This added to the scarring and unevenness around the greens, making reliable putting impossible.


I improvise the tee shot, gripping the mashie well down the shaft. Mishit the ball out to the right, a poor shot made worse by a bad bounce.


How quickly one’s moods shift on a golf course, buoyancy followed by irritation at the shortcomings of course and self. As I walk after the ball, keeping my eye on where I think it ended up among the wool and gull feathers, I can watch my mind churning away.


In golf, with its many pauses, its often lengthy walks between one shot and the next, there’s time to watch thoughts and emotions shift, merge and succeed each other with all the inevitability and impersonality of thin clouds across this boundless sky. It’s a meditation of sorts. Instead of watching my breath, mindfulness of breathing, this is mindfulness of golfing.


Figuring out what to do with this awareness – of how desire creates anxiety creates tension that leads to poor shot which makes for irritation, which is silly because it’s only a golf ball for God’s sake and the day is beautiful – well that’s Scottish Presbyterian Buddhist stuff and it’s going to take a lifetime to work it out.


My ball is sunk in a small eroded sandy hollow in the turf, probably made by sheltering sheep. The word travesty floats back a little way from Norway. No, no, it’s only a bunker. A natural bunker like all the early ones were. The kind of natural feature from the founding links of Leith, Musselburgh and St Andrews, in imitation of which the rest of the world’s bunkers are manufactured.


This course isn’t a pain in the neck, it is an ancestor. I shuffle my walking shoes in the sand, get the feel of its weight and texture. The pin’s some 40 yards off. Once again I revert to an improvised shot from my youth. Lay open the face of the 9 iron, hit it neither clean nor scoop totally underneath, hard down onto the back of the ball. Waggle once or twice, trying to remember how this goes. How often did I practise this into the falling dusk, how many years ago?


Steep arc. Don’t stop on it. Go –


– Now that gave a real jolt of pleasure, direct and unarguable as my annoyance of a few minutes ago. Ball flies out true, runs as intended, finishes near enough. Two putts. A 4. One over par, but still the pleasure of making that one shot right.


I’m camping in the ruins of a once-fine golf game, so I must take pleasure from the shots that come out right. In my competitive Hot Boy Golfer days, I got so wound up that a round would be ruined by one missed putt or one poorly thought-out pitch, and I’d walk home fretting. Now I’m free to enjoy the good bits and let the bad go.


Still, a decent score would be nice . . .


Which starts to look more possible after the ‘Long Hole’. According to the laird, this was once over 600 yards long before a great storm truncated it. Discarding the borrowed wood, I hit a 5 iron straight, a second 5 iron straight, then a 7 iron to 15 feet. My putt – clang! – hits pin and goes in.


A birdie. Blimey. Can’t be many of them on this course. A rising warmth spreads through my system like whisky, a silent inner Thank you! rises to the great Whatever. Of course, this mood will pass like the others, but it’s still good to be here to have it.


My hand goes of its own accord to the hard little bulge of the tube in my head. The colloid cyst that lodged itself where my brain fluid should drain is still in there. That blocked drain had built up the pressure in my head, leading to violent headaches then unconsciousness then a coma, trending towards death as my brain was compressed. After hours lying on a trolley while people wondered who I was and what to do with me, only a good guess by a consultant neurosurgeon saved my life. Mr Jellinek seemed very pleased when he told me about it later, the police escort as he dashed across Sheffield to operate – ‘I’d always wanted to have one of those.’ I was pretty pleased about it too.


Two days after he’d opened up my skull and installed an external drain – a plastic tube that dripped a clear yet slightly greasy fluid into a plastic bag that reminded me of the kind goldfish come in at the fair – my surgeon sat on the end of my bed to discuss what to do next. He could operate to remove the cyst but he couldn’t guarantee not affecting my centres for memory and abstract reasoning – did I need them in my work? ‘Now and then,’ I croaked. So he decided to leave the cyst and install a bypass shunt to drain cerebral fluid into my abdomen, which seemed like a good idea to me. The shunt seems to have taken; it’ll outlast me. It’ll still be intact when my bones are powder. The knowledge isn’t depressing so much as the context in which all my days are happening.


‘Burn Hole’, ‘Short Hole’, ‘Gravity Hole’ go by without trauma. I’m adapting to how to play this course. Just get the ball reasonably close, don’t expect or try too much. Concentrate on each shot, then let the mind wander in between, uplifted by this vast green and blue openness, a hint of the curve of the Earth on that horizon . . .


Score 5, 4, 5. If only I’d got here a day earlier, I could near have won the Open yesterday. Because it really is open; all you have to do is turn up. Apparently one group of seven were volunteers from the Bird Observatory, most of whom had never played golf before. It took them five hours to get round the nine holes; admittedly that included a long break for alcoholic refreshments in the old car parked at the 4th. Then the ceilidh party afterwards, from which the island is still recovering. Wish I’d been there.


No, don’t think like that. Just enjoy being here today, each shot, each challenge, then accept each outcome.


With this enlightened (if only momentarily) outlook, I steal another birdie at the par 4 7th, the one named after the much-loved Carlos: mashie iron downwind, then the niblick to 15 feet, palm away the sheep droppings, and the top-spun putt comes to rest against the pin. Move the pin gently, ball falls in.


At this point it comes to me: this course is not a travesty of golf but its more characterful and worldly ancestor. Like these scuttering wee sturdy sheep, it’s much more tasty than the contemporary version.


Then the epiphany comes. Looking around for a likely site of the next tee, with the nearby shore resounding all the way up the island, the island itself resting in an improbably turquoise-to-indigo sea, I realise it’s the manicured courses of much modern golf, landscaped and planted so beautifully with trees and ponds, with their colour-coded distance markers, their artificial bunkers shored and raked, their greens watered and rolled to eliminate every bit of moss or crab grass, aiming for the perfect course where there is no unevenness, no unexpected breaks, no pebbles, rabbit skeletons or sheep’s droppings or distracting seagulls, indeed the complete banishment of all animal life – they are the travesty.


I try the borrowed 3 wood at the 8th, push it heavily out right, the result no fault but my own. (It’s a Scottish game, for sure.) But redeemed by a soaring mashie iron, the first truly timed shot of the day, the kind that sings through wrist and arm as shoulders and hips rotate, the weight transfers into the impact, and the club gives and the ball flies like both are living things meeting and parting.


I find my ball some 12 feet from the hole. Crouch down to sweep the turf. For the first time, I inspect the putt from both sides of the hole. The greens here don’t have much borrow as such, they’re just lumpy. Hit it firm and hope.


Ball runs fast, hits back of cup, hops up, falls in. Another birdie, third of the round. I look around, dazed and incredulous. Of course no one’s watching apart from a few indifferent sheep. Absolutely nothing’s at stake here – I mean, it’s not the North Ronaldsay Open, is it?


But still the day has become so bright.


The 9th is a straightforward hole, 164 yards, playing back towards the club hut and the dyke. With the wind shifting, it’s a soft mid-iron. Another improvised shot, the kind all the early golfers would have known – club face slightly open, gripping down the shaft – floats and stotts into the general area of the canted flag. That’s all I’m trying for, the general area. This isn’t target golf. This is canny, philosophical, improvised. In the old days, players must have endlessly encountered good and bad luck, much more so than now. It must have been part of the mood, texture, the taste of the game, yet another reminder for the Presbyterian-at-leisure of the mysterious ways of the Almighty.


Dad’s old putter, with its heavy, chunky head and wooden shaft, seems right for these conditions. Two putts it is.


Done.


Time to head back, find Lesley and my stepson Leo, who set out this morning down the other side of the island for the kind of long self-communing daunder a teenager needs to take. Golf isn’t my life, they are.


I return the 3 wood to the hut, pull the door shut behind me, climb the gate across the great sheep-barring dyke then set off across the island for the Bird Observatory. I’m happy and empty in my head, tired in my feet, knees, ankles, back. Despite how much I get from golf now I’ve come back to it, I play only sporadically and am not properly fit for it. I still swing pretty much as I did at Leo’s age, only I’m not fifteen any more.


Walking back across North Ronaldsay, quietly replaying the round and the notions and memories that came with it, I glimpse my next possible project. It may not be a good career move – I really should write another novel – but from the outset it’s not a career but a life I’ve been after. If I ever doubt the wisdom of that, I finger one of these dents in my skull where the drill went in, and know that my life is too short and uncertain to waste on such trivialities as a career.


Golf isn’t life. It’s just a small, radiant corner of it, like a chip of mirror-glass, the kind where if you bring it close enough and examine carefully from a number of angles, you can see the whole of your eye, and a surprising amount of the world around you.





[image: image]
The missing links



On my desk today, next to my notebook, I have the scorecard from that second nine-hole round, sweat-smudged, grass-stained. Something smiled on me that day. In a wintry Sheffield shed, I feel the light, the air, the dry spongy turf, hear the sea breaking.


Behind the scorecard is a print of one of the earliest photographs of golf. It’s 1858, a young man named Robert Chambers is putting to win an early version of the British Amateur Championship. A semicircle of some forty people in frock coats, flat bunnets and stovepipe hats crowd round him. His caddie is carrying what looks like five clubs slung in the crook of his arm, as I did that day on North Ronaldsay.


Look more closely. Though Chambers’s stance is away from the ball and it looks as if he’s about to play a full shot and the turf is coarse and uneven, he’s clearly putting. Then, recognising the memorial on the low hill behind the crowd, I realise with a shock Chambers is on the 18th green at St Andrews Old Course. And this championship green is indistinguishable from the fairway, being tufted, unrolled and unwatered, and it looks remarkably like those in North Ronaldsay.


Eighteen fifty-eight was also the year Allan Robertson became the first man to break 80 at St Andrews. The condition of the non-greens – more than the wooden-shafted clubs and the ‘guttie’ ball used then, which could be surprisingly effective – explains why that took so long to happen.


I think now of the North Ronaldsay links not as a perversion, travesty or poor relation of golf, but as a unique survival of the game as it was in its first 400 years. The original links at Leith, Musselburgh, St Andrews, Aberdeen, Gullane, all the way along the East Coast of Scotland, were common land, open to use by all, including sheep, cows, rabbits. Those animals were the only greenkeepers, as they are in North Ronaldsay. And those democratic, non-exclusive origins flavour the practice and perception of the game in Scotland to this day.


Playing North Ronaldsay was like coming face to face with the missing link we’d believed extinct, or running into Robert Johnson playing the Blues at a crossroads in the Mississippi Delta – strangeness and bemusement tinged with recognition, giving way to delight at encountering the true source.


If you’re minded to encounter the source and origin of golf, don’t go to St Andrews, Carnoustie or farcically exclusive Muirfield, try to get on the ballot for a tee-off place, pay £100 a round as well as a bundle for accommodation. Use the money to fly to Orkney then from Kirkwall to North Ronaldsay with four clubs, a putter and a few balls; stay at the Bird Observatory then play as many rounds as you feel like. Play for nothing at all but the playing of it and you’ll be playing true golf, the original game, drinking from the clear source.
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