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            He will do more than any other man in history to change the  course of humanity … he is the Chosen One. He’ll have the  power to impact nations. Not people. Nations. The world is  just getting a taste of his power.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Earl Woods on his son, Tiger (1996) 
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            Kashmir – Golf in Paradise
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            This Boy came out. He was pretty and was petted. He took the pettings seriously and fretted over women not worth saddling a pony to call upon. He found his new free life in India very good. It does look attractive in the beginning, from a subaltern’s point of view – all ponies, partners, dancing and so on.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Rudyard Kipling, Plain Tales from the Hills (1888)
            

         
 
         Cobra-headed driver in hand, I am having the best golf lesson of my life on the world’s highest golf course. I am hitting directly due west. Forty miles away is the disputed border beyond which lies blood-soaked land that Pakistan has claimed since 1947 as rightfully its own. A hundred miles further west is the city of Peshawar, and the Khyber Pass, the ancient northern route into Afghanistan, and a vital military and trade artery in and out of British India for 200 years. I am surrounded by magnificent, snowy, grey mountains; I gasp, breathless after every shot as the altitude tricks my lungs into hyperventilating. The sky is a perfect blue, there is a crisp alpine bite to the air and yet I am sweating as I would in Delhi traffic at noon. There is utter Himalayan silence except for the thwack-whoosh of my strikes and the gentle purr in my ear of my instructor Dinmohd suggesting changes to my swing, the balance of weight between my feet or the catwalk-model swivel of my hips, as I caress ball after ball off the tee towards the guns of Pakistan. For a few blissful hours high up in this beautiful war zone I forget what has driven me here, and am delighted to be playing high-altitude golf, just as the British had done a hundred years ago.
         
 
         The hill station of Gulmarg lies a two-hour drive north-west from Kashmir’s capital Srinagar. It is India’s leading ski resort in the winter and, amazingly, there, 8,960 feet above sea level, the British built a golf course, which is used as dry ski slopes in winter. As in other places in India, the British picked the best views for their golf courses.
         
 
         Srinagar feels like Belfast in the 1980s, except that it’s in a beautiful valley and surrounded by gargantuan mountains. Soldiers are everywhere, mostly just lounging around at crossroads, their guns lazily pointing at the ground, their gait slouched and bored, cheap cigarettes and beedis dangling from the corners of lips. At the main road junctions there are armoured trucks with manned gun turrets pointing at shoppers. At the entrance to our hotel’s small road, a soldier is huddled in a den of sandbags, with a machine gun pointing out at the street. I always say ‘Hello’ to him and smile, and he seems to like this.
         
 
         We had chosen one of the best hotels in town, not really knowing what to expect of the city. I stayed in Sarajevo shortly after the end of the Bosnian war in 1996, and I half wondered if Srinagar would resemble that Balkan capital – bullet holes everywhere, bombed-out buildings, minefields to be avoided, with our hotel perhaps a Kashmiri version of the famous Holiday Inn in Sarajevo, which absorbed the blast of many Serb shells as the Western journalists staying there cowered and fired off their frontline reports.
         
 
         In fact, the Broadway resembles a slightly tropical Hilton. With a nice swimming pool. That is bizarrely closed ‘due to swine flu’. Maybe the residents of this town have been so much under attack recently that they see lethal insurgents everywhere, even in the shape of this al-Qaeda of viruses. The longer we stay, the more we modify our hotel comparison: in fact, it calls to mind the hotel in The Shining – vast, utterly deserted, slightly spooky and with bored, unpredictable staff popping up in odd places to startle you.
         
 
         Srinagar had been the leading British holiday spot for the north-west region, and there are two Raj-era golf courses here to discover. Opposite the hotel is the old British polo ground, now converted into a running track that Tom, my trusted wingman who I had pushed into travelling with me on this Indian adventure, thought he’d go jogging on, though later he wondered if he’d be deemed a security risk and changed his mind. As in Northern Ireland, the British have been partly responsible for the problems here. In the 1840s the British handed control of this Muslim-dominated area to a Hindu dynasty, which in turn gave rise to the violence and discord there has been between Pakistan and India ever since Partition. Kashmir is now trying to woo tourists back, but it remains somewhat ironic that the British called the region ‘Paradise on Earth’.
         
 
         From the moment we arrived we’d told everyone what we were doing in order to be as transparent as possible. We are going to Gulmarg, we said, the highest golf course in the world, to play some golf. Everyone thought this was a splendid idea – cabbies, Hotel Broadway receptionists, waiters, the smart travelling salesmen with whom we drank too much rough Indian Royal Stag whisky, the barmen who were themselves from Gulmarg – and they were clearly delighted we were going there, telling us how beautiful it was. It all sounded great.
         
 
         But no one mentioned that Gulmarg golf club had been shut for a year.
 
         
            ***

         
 
         One of my most nervous moments in the UK was when I passed from the Irish Republic into Northern Ireland when touring as the drummer of a rock band during the Troubles. It was the middle of the night, and I was in a battered van with three Ulstermen and three Englishman. Two of us (I was one) had left our passports at home in London by mistake. On the way in, we had managed to sneak past the lazy immigration officers at Dun Laoghaire port in Dublin, but I thought this was going to be the real test. We drove slowly through the surreal barbed wired half-mile of no-man’s-land that in those days (the early 1990s) separated the two countries. It felt like a Cold War thriller. We were aware of the gun turrets and cameras all around us. I was terrified. Finally, we came to a barrier. ‘STOP YOUR VEHICLE NOW AND TURN OFF YOUR ENGINE!’ ordered the sign. We did. The second the engine was off, an intensely bright beam gushed through our van from a spotlight on the hill opposite, blinding us. We knew then that our faces were being scrutinised by some young English squaddie. I thought I’d probably spend the night in an RUC cell or worse. But eventually, the light went out, the barrier lifted and we were back in the UK.
         
 
         I had expected similar checkpoints and hassle on the road to Gulmarg out of Srinagar, but in fact there was none of this. Just one very long, very straight, very bumpy road across the valley floor towards the mountains.
         
 
         After two hours we reached a village and pulled up at a small wooden hut. ‘You have to pay a toll here,’ our driver said, though for what I wasn’t sure. I could see him tell the men at this questionable toll booth that we were here to play golf. Golf? They were all shaking their heads. Then one who spoke English got into the car and said: ‘No golf in Gulmarg, not since a year ago; they are repairing the course, I am guide – I will show you other things in Gulmarg, it is very beautiful town.’
 
         We thanked him for the advice, persuaded him out of the vehicle and then considered what he’d said. Surely someone would have told us before? If the golf course – one of the area’s oldest and most famous attractions – had been shut for a whole year, wouldn’t someone in Srinagar have known?
 
         Mohan, our driver, was therefore surprised we still wanted to ascend, but we insisted. Slowly we climbed up the winding mountain roads, the views of the Kashmir Valley below becoming more and more astounding. At the top we passed two police checkpoints. Both times it was clear that the cop was saying ‘Why do these idiots dressed in their silly golf gear want to go to the golf club? It has been shut for a year.’ But we kept insisting and finally, after passing through the town we came to a large plateau, fringed by huge grey-brown mountains, and with a mass of links-type heath grass in the middle. ‘Golf course,’ said Mohan.
 
         Hmm. No players, no flags, nothing. It certainly looked like a golf course, but a very shut one. Blast. Still, it was worth a look and it was certainly a beautiful Swiss-type spot.
 
         We drove to the clubhouse and were delighted to see a putting green, with numbered little flags, like at the seafront in Bexhill-on-Sea – signs of golf life. I met the caretaker who showed us around the ghostly place. The golf club was founded in 1901, and at one time was one of the most famous and prestigious in India. It boasts several slightly dubious records, including being the highest course in the world and the second oldest golf club in India (not true – Mumbai, Bangalore and Shillong clubs are all older). But it also claims, more plausibly, to be the longest course in India (6,805 yards) and to possess the longest hole – the mighty 600-yard eighth. It has six par-five holes in total.
         
 
         When the British built hill stations, they built sports facilities. With exceptions, the type of Brit who ended up as a servant of the Raj tended not to be too interested in intellectual or artistic pursuits; these were outdoor people, tough and competitive, who had grown up with games. Indeed, in the public schools like Haileybury (specially set up in 1809 by the East India Company to train young men to rule India) the culture of sporting excellence was engrained in the psyches of these young rulers-to-be. The sports of Empire – cricket, rugby, polo, tennis (and anything involving chasing and killing rare exotic animals) – grew in popularity and importance in the time when British colonial domination of the world was being established, and became engrained in the culture of imperial rule.
         
 
         Sports clubs – called gymkhanas – were built at every hill station. Sometimes – as in Ooty, Jorhat and Madras – they were centred on a racecourse, and offered a range of sports and pastimes to the relaxing Raj.
 
         One other sport of Empire that was becoming popular during this period was golf. The Royal Calcutta Golf Club was founded in 1829 and is proud to this day of being the first club in the world established outside of Britain. So what would be more natural than for the British decamped haut-bourgeoisie in Kashmir to build a golf course here amongst the mountains and dream of St Andrews?
 
         The current clubhouse dates from 1953 after a fire destroyed the original British one, but it has been decorated and furnished in late Raj style. In the two main rooms of the new building, there are winners’ boards from 1901 onwards when a certain Captain John Hill of the 15th Sikh Regiment won the men’s championship and Mrs R. C. Plowden the ladies prize, and various pictures of British men and women enjoying the links. There is also a full-size snooker table there (100 rupees an hour for us), but that’s about it. We were just about to have a token few putts on the putting green and then disappointedly head back down to Srinagar, when a thirty-something, short, scrawny figure in the brightest, stripiest jumper appeared. ‘This is golf pro,’ said the caretaker. We were sceptical, but Dinmohd soon won us over with his calmness and golf sincerity. There was no hard sell here, he just suggested we maybe use the ‘driving range’. OK we said, sounds good. Er … where is it?
         
 
         ‘Over there,’ said Dinmohd pointing at a bit of the under-repair course. ‘I will position my caddies out on the course, and they will pick up the balls. I will watch you hit, and make suggestions.’
 
         ‘Well, why not?’ we thought. It was all so weird anyway, why not hit a few balls on the highest golf course in the world?
 
         Dinmohd had been the pro here for seven years, taking the job over from his father when he retired. He placed his caddies 100 yards away and told me to hit a pitching wedge so he could see my swing. He seemed pleased with what he saw, but urged me to follow through more, which was good advice. However, I know I can pitch decently. If this was to be a lesson, I wanted to work on things I couldn’t do so well. So I reached for my hybrid and told Dinmohd to make this work for me. First, he yelled at his boys to move back to 150 yards. Like bored sulky teenagers having to hang out with their parents, they complied. With his help, I started hitting perfect rescue club shots one after another, following my bespoke four-step mantra – ball to heel, slow backswing, full follow-through and above all, head down. It felt great, but I noticed I couldn’t actually breathe. This was not like the asthma of my childhood; it was as though there just wasn’t any air to breathe any more.
         
 
         ‘You are at high altitude,’ reassured Dinmohd. ‘Take your time, you will be fine.’
 
         He was right, and I noticed that the ball seemed to go further and faster at this altitude and also made a strange, zippy, ping sound on being struck, as though it was carving its path through the air. Finally, I got out the driver that recently I had started to hate. Dinmohd moved his boys well back and I started smacking balls to every area of the plateau. One horrific slice I’m sure landed in the Pakistani border zone and would have been considered incoming hostile fire.
 
         His most helpful comment with this club was ‘Why are you using a 9.5 degree clubface? You should use 11 degrees. This is a very hard club.’ Even so, he got me hitting over 50 per cent straightish, which was some improvement on my recent woeful form off the tee, so I was pleased. He spent the same patient time with Tom, and then had a look at our putting and chipping. As ever in India, it’s hard to practise putting on such bumpy and unmown turf, but Dinmohd passed on some good tips. We gave him 500 rupees (about £8) for his forty-five minutes with us, which, as a caddie receives 100 rupees (plus tip) for an eighteen-hole round, we thought might be the going rate. I felt sorry for him – a talented sportsman, a great teacher and a passionate man of golf, with a ghost golf club to watch over. Hopefully the state tourism people will get their act together and reopen Gulmarg soon – it’s such a shame this beautiful course is mothballed.
 
         We gave Dinmohd a lift down the hill, during which he quizzed me vigorously about golf in Britain … what the courses were like and how much everything cost. He seemed shocked that it costs £5 to hit 100 balls at a driving range in the UK. This is about 400 rupees. In India this could get you five very decent restaurant meals, or pay for a fifty-mile taxi ride. I told him we had just played at Naldehra, and he had a business competitor’s interest in what that course was like. How rough were the fairways? How well kept were the greens? How annoying was the sharing of the fairways?
         
 
         We dropped him off at a bleak-looking crossroads, and I watched as he started walking up a rather desolate hill. We headed back down into the valley.
 
         
            ***

         
 
         The next day we walked the length of a long par-four hole from our machine-gunner-in-sandbags-protected five-star hotel to the Kashmir Golf Club (KGC) down the road. Dressed in gaudy golf gear, with clubs on our backs in the harsh lunchtime sun, we felt utterly incongruous. Apart from at the airport we felt we were the only Westerners in Srinagar, and we were without doubt the only Western golfers in town.
         
 
         At first I thought we couldn’t look more ridiculous nor at risk had we marched down the Falls Road in Belfast wearing nothing but Union Jack boxer shorts, whistling ‘Rule Britannia’. Gradually, though, I realized that no one seemed at all bothered by us: we received barely any inquisitive looks, let alone hassle, and when we stopped at the petrol station to stock up on Pepsi and snacks for the round, we were welcomed heartily. I began to think that tourism is still strongly in the Kashmiri DNA, and the quirky needs and behaviour of tourists are perhaps just accepted.
         
 
         As we entered the golf club we were surrounded by the usual phalanx of caddies pitching their shoulders for hire. But whereas usually the caddies behave like pushy taxi-drivers at Delhi airport, heckling for business, out-shouting each other, urging you into hiring them, these guys didn’t seem to quite know what to do, so surprised were they to see us. It was as if deep down they were remembering that they ought to be pushy towards us but they couldn’t quite remember how to do it. The babble of caddy opinion on what we needed to do to get started was irritating, so we headed into the clubhouse to find some members, pay our respects and hopefully grab some tea.
         
 
         There are two buildings at the KGC. The old wing, where the Starter’s office and pro shop are situated, dates from the course’s foundation a century ago. It’s low and wooden, like a prep school’s cricket pavilion. There are honours boards on the walls, going back to the 1920s – all British names until the 1950s. There is a hole-in-one board there too, with the name of everyone who’s had to buy the whole clubhouse a drink for the last eighty-five years. It was from these timbered huts that emerged the great Ghulam Mohammad, India’s first ever golf professional in 1930. The new building is modern, architecturally brutalist and has the feel of a 1960s car park perched on London’s South Bank. The balcony, however, is very pleasant, and several old members were having coffee while watching the action on the first tee and eighteenth green. All the members of the KGC seemed old. Apart from the caddies, we were the youngest people there by a considerable margin. The members were very welcoming, asked us the usual check’em out questions – what’s your handicap, why are you here, have you got clubs, where have you played – and then invited us to join them. The mood was languid, torporific and a little wistful.
         
 
         The old members told us that we had to see the Starter, but he was at prayers, so why not have some tea? We were placed inside the clubhouse in a discreet corner where we wouldn’t annoy anyone, and managed to persuade the terse, Methuselah-like waiter (who seemed like he’d been there since before Independence) to bring us some toast and jam, too. This consumed, I wandered down to the old buildings to see if the Starter was back from prayers. Seventy-five per cent of Kashmir is Muslim. On the previous night, we were watching England v Australia cricket on TV in a bar. I was trying to engage the bar staff in chat about the Indian cricket team, and was receiving some unusually short, polite but disinterested replies. I retired drunk early that night. The next morning Tom told me that the bar guys had said to him that they knew I was just trying to be polite, but as Muslims they all support Pakistan at cricket, and always want the Indian team to lose. I reflected on why they couldn’t have told me that, but could tell Tom. Perhaps it’s my intimidating patrician air …
         
 
         The Starter was back from prayers but boy, was he pissed off. I hovered at the doorway while he blasted a helper about something. This finished, he looked up at me sharply, stared me aggressively in the eye and said ‘Yes?’ He gave a Basil Fawlty-like air of being someone far too busy to have to deal with the irritating needs of customers, even though I was the only person demanding his attention.
 
         ‘Hello, we’d like to play a round please, may we?’ I said.
 
         ‘No, sorry, that is not possible. Course is closed, please come back tomorrow,’ he said.
 
         ‘Oh, that’s a shame. We are from England, and we are on a golf tour of the courses the British built in northern India, we’d heard so much about the Kashmir Golf Club and …’ This was all being met by averted, irritable eyes, much negative shaking of the head and the general vibe that I was ruining his day. I persevered. ‘… We went up to Gulmarg, and would love to play a quick nine if that’s not too much trouble?’
         
 
         The Starter fixed me with an intense stare from wide, cataract-y eyes and sent the torpedo he thought would sink me: ‘Do you have your own clubs?’ He looked triumphant, thinking he had found a good reason to refuse admission.
 
         ‘Yes we do,’ I said. Suddenly his whole manner and countenance changed, and he was very welcoming, as though I’d somehow passed some golf initiation test: that if we were silly enough to drag our own clubs into this valley then we must be serious golfers. Having our own clubs was much appreciated on all the courses we played; I think it showed that we weren’t just tourists on a jolly. Actually, we were serious. It’s just that often we weren’t very good.
         
 
         I was issued with a caddy, Younis. He was the only caddy I had in India who was younger than me. He was also the only person I saw in our whole trip that was taller than me. He was also the worst caddy by far. Teeing off on the first, I felt the eyes and breath of the old members on the clubhouse balcony fixed on my back. Younis was pressing me to take a driver on this 425-yard hole, but I insisted on him giving me my five-iron. I just wanted to get this away and not look like an idiot. I hit a good tee shot, as did Tom. Huge relief, followed by that energy-filled ‘We’re off!’ march down the first fairway.
 
         I then took the five-iron again, and hit a pretty decent positional shot through a tree-fringed fairway bottleneck to leave a wedge on to the green. This pitch I hit well, and thought it would land on the green, but it wavered slightly right, and plopped into one of the ring of greenside bunkers. Shit. I hate bunkers. And I hadn’t brought a sand wedge.
         
 
         Kashmir Golf Club is a pleasant course. Situated in this huge valley, it is absolutely flat and fringed by mountains to the east. The fairways are mostly wide and it would be really quite an easy course were it not for the epidemic of dark grey sandtraps that stain every hole like psoriasis. Wherever you want to naturally hit the ball, there is a bunker to negotiate. Each green is like a high citadel, ringed by a moat of sandtraps. It’s tough. And it destroyed my round. I took three to get out of the bunker on the first, then two-putted for an eight. If my pitch had landed a foot to the left, I was putting for par. Instead I get a bloody eight.
         
 
         In fury I grabbed the driver from my bag (even though Younis handed me the five-iron, thinking he’d sussed me), and teed up on the second. I pulled the drive rather nastily, but it was long and, because the fairway was so wide, it still rested on the flat stuff. For the second shot I played a glorious seven-iron into the green. It was a lovely strike and made me feel more of a man from the moment of impact onwards. I thought it was on the green. Younis wasn’t so sure. He was right. It was in a bunker again to the right of the dance floor. Only two to get out this time and two putts, so a six, but again that feeling that I could and should have been challenging for par.
         
 
         At each hole I found ever deeper bunkers, and my mood worsened. It was getting really hot. Not in a heavy, damp Delhi or Calcutta way, but in a high summer in Provence sort of way. Also, before every shot Younis and I would have a spat about which club I should use. Younis would tell me how it’s important to practise and hint that I was playing too much in my comfort zone. Both statements were true but sometimes you just want to hit a ball accurately to feel good. My round was also affected because I knew I was starting to get ill. India ill. Delhi-belly to the max ill. This would slay me for the next two days, my bottom becoming a tap for hissing, explosive liquid poo six times a day, my mind drifting off into dehydrated, underfed, trippy paranoia.
         
 
         I played the eighth and ninth rather well, jettisoning my malfunctioning driver in favour of a hybrid off the tee. I ended up with a five on the ninth in front of the old members, but by now the sun and my oncoming sickness were really getting to me. I secretly hoped Tom wanted to stop, which he did, and after changing we sat down on the balcony to rehydrate and to chat.
         
 
         The old members were friendly and talkative, though melancholic. I told one – a retired brigadier in the Indian Army – that I occasionally worked for the BBC.
 
         ‘Ah. BBC. Mark Tully.’
 
         ‘Yes …’
 
         ‘Mark Tully is a great man …’
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘he has lived in India for 40 years now …’
 
         ‘Mark Tully speaks excellent Hindi. He speaks Hindi with no trace of an accent.’
 
         ‘Right,’ I said, feeling that I was unfairly getting some rubbed-off credit for Sir Mark’s linguistic skills.
 
         ‘Why you guys playing here? You should go to Gulmarg – that’s a proper golf course.’
 
         They all seemed to have a nostalgic sadness about them – that no one comes to Kashmir anymore; that their golf course is empty; that from 1990 – when the violence escalated – Srinagar has become this war zone. Since that year it is estimated that 70,000 people have died in the conflict – twenty times as many as the numbers killed in Northern Ireland in thirty years of the Troubles. At the KGC you can still feel – just – the heartbeat of a different, more positive, thriving time. Not of a British time – though the sense of that is here still – but a prosperous time before the pain and divisions scarred this beautiful area and its proud people. It’s the only occasion in India that I’ve felt this wistfulness and melancholia.
         
 
         I saw an advert on TV when we were in Calcutta (1,000 miles away from Srinagar), subtly extolling the virtues of the Valley, and with the snappy slogan ‘Help encourage tourism back to Kashmir.’ But it was the only time I saw anything like this, and it is clearly not being listened to.
         
 
         ‘The tourists have stopped coming because of the troubles here,’ one old member said.
         
 
         ‘Well,’ I said brightly, ‘we came …’
 
         ‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘but the Western tourists are so small in number. It is the Indian tourists we need, and they do not come.’
 
         Later, in the Hotel Broadway’s five-star ‘pub’ we sat at the bar with Mohsin, a prosperous-looking businessman of my age, and Imtiaz, a white Anglo-Indian in his late forties. Imtiaz was proud to introduce himself to me as a Kashmiri, and spoke English in a thick local accent. They, too, had played the KGC on that day and wondered what I thought of the course. ‘It’s great,’ I said, ‘very pretty. But far too many bunkers.’
 
         ‘Far too many bunkers? You have it dead right there! Those bloody bunkers are a pain up the backside,’ Imtiaz said, and they both roared with laughter. ‘Anyway, what are you doing playing there? You want to play at Gulmarg – that’s a real golf course.’
 
         
            ***

         
 
         Much later that night I am stupidly, sadly drunk again on Royal Stag whisky, and I can feel the sickness about to rise up through my body and pulverise my digestive system. I have bored Tom, always drunker, always less hungover than I, with my stories of personal woe that he has heard in every bar, every night, all over the Himalayas. And inevitably I tell him about my father, over and over again, as though somehow the telling will produce catharsis. It doesn’t. I drink more and more, and within twenty-four hours my body has collapsed in diarrhoeic entropy and I am hallucinating. As I lay sweating in bed in Kashmir, the late monsoon rain now flooding the town, I start to think about what the hell we are doing here.
         
 
         Lyrics from Stephen Sondheim’s ‘Somewhere’ trip in and out of my mind as I surface and plummet in and out of clear thought …

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            2
 
            Dreaming of Simla
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            Although Tiger Woods would never admit weakness publicly, few friends doubt that his father’s death has fundamentally affected the golfer and cast a shadow over his innate sunny disposition. Above all, it almost certainly affected his relationships with women.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Daily Mail (1 December 2009)
            

         
 
         I am standing at the priest’s lectern in the pretty fifteenth-century church in Keyford-on-Sea looking out at the forty or so people gazing at me from their pews. I am about to address my father’s funeral. My scepticism about religion and religious services is put aside for an hour, as I think to myself, I am doing this for him. I am very nervous and, as I struggle to think of the words to start my speech, my mind is focusing on two things: as his coffin was brought into the church by the anonymous, paid pall-bearers, Sondheim and Bernstein’s beautiful song ‘Somewhere’ started to play over the PA. Just hearing the first verse nearly triggered the powerful tears I have been repressing all morning. My mother chose this song. They both loved musicals and West Side Story was the last musical they ever saw together. Three months later this song of great, against-the-odds, Romeo-and-Juliet love is transformed into his lament. I am overwhelmed by the perfection, the beauty of my mother’s choice. But the speech that I’d meticulously planned, and felt confident about delivering, is now in jeopardy as I try to control my emotions. It’s always the music at funerals that makes me cry. It mainlines.
         
 
         And then there was this exchange with one of the undertakers which I can’t shake.
         
 
         It is 2.28 p.m. I am standing outside the church with my mother and the (very kind) vicar. We are saying hello to mourners as they arrive, accepting sympathies, deflecting the pain of others and the pain they are feeling for us. The service starts at 2.30. The organist is already booming out some dreadful, bass-heavy bombastic minor key dirge, and I’m dealing with my petulant Holden Caulfield anger that I’m participating in this phoney Christian ritual for a man who couldn’t even name the four gospel writers.
 
         I’m conscious that the undertaker has crabbed up to my side. He’s already annoyed me by making us wait in the hearse at the church gates, while the car carrying my father arrives late.
 
         Then he says out of the corner of his mouth, as though we are two spies exchanging passwords during a ‘drop’, ‘Your mother tells me you work on Big Brother.’
         
 
         ‘Er … that’s right. Sometimes. I also …’
 
         ‘Me and the wife: we’re huge fans of Big Brother.’
         
 
         My brain is in freefall. Suddenly I feel I’m in a Monty Python sketch. Surely this can’t be happening? But it is. And I listen, stunned, as he gives me his opinion on the recent series, how it was all better when ‘Nasty Nick’ was around, his thoughts on Jade Goody, how ‘the wife’ tapes every episode. And I find myself forced into this chat, gossiping, Heat-style, about Big Brother housemates whilst my father’s coffin is readied for its unexpectedly Broadway entrance.
         
 
         Later on I reflect that it is all about the amazingly powerful tractor beam of celebrity. That somehow, however inappropriately, this man was compelled to talk to me, all because I had brushed against his TV heroes. He would tell his wife later about his encounter with me, and somehow they would both glow with the fourth-hand radiation of celebrity.
         
 
         I wanted to hit him.
 
         Grief can make you very selfish, very impatient, and quite nasty. And, for once, everyone forgives you. Grief is a charter to behave like a self-hating spoilt brat, and get away with it. For a while.
 
         
            ***

         
 
         The last time I ever had a drink with my father, Tony, was in a pub round the corner from his local golf course in Lymington, Hampshire. I had just finished a month-long, intensive job, often working through the night. It had been four weeks of considerable stress, which at that point in my life I seemed to seek out like a ghetto kid desperately searching for glue or horse tranquilizers. The busier I was, the more stressed I became. The more stressed I became, the more alive I thought I felt. Pace, frenzy, lack of contemplation time – these seemed to blot out the underlying chaos that was simmering. Activity was my heroin. I was addicted to my poison.
 
         I’d planned it out thoroughly: I’d hit some balls on the range, finish the job, grab a few hours sleep, then head down to my parents. As the only golfing non-motorist in the country, I have spent my life hauling a heavy and inconveniently designed golf bag around on trains and buses. I thought I’d hit the jackpot that month when I discovered in Tesco Borehamwood a budget golf shroud with wheels that you nestled your clubs in. That day I wheeled my clubs on and off several trains and buses, then dragged them for twenty minutes across semi-countryside and a town-fringe housing estate, through a rather boggy, waterlogged recreation ground, up across a bridge over the A1 and finally down into ‘Nevada Bob’s Driving Range’.
         
 
         It had been quite a slog. My hands were cut because I’d been pulling the rough handles hard for so long. The bottom of the bag near the wheels was shredded, the seam had split and the bag was covered in mud. I cursed Tesco craftsmanship. Then I cursed my parsimonious self for buying a shoddy ‘value’ product. Then I realized that this was really not the intended use for this bag. It’s designed for old men to wheel their clubs from their suburban double garage to the car boot, or from the airport baggage carousel to the awaiting trolley after the flight from Malaga. They’re not made to be dragged across a commando assault course. As it turned out, this was good training as I was to spend months in India doing exactly the same, with a much heavier set of clubs, a suitcase and a rucksack full of computer gear. In 35°C with the monsoon tipping down.
         
 
         
            ***

         
 
         
            Golf is so popular simply because it is the best game in the world at which to be bad.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            A. A. Milne, ‘The Charm of Golf’ (1920)

         
 
         He had wanted to play too, of course, but I wouldn’t let him, knowing that his chronic sciatica would barely allow him to walk from the car to the clubhouse, let alone attempt eighteen holes. Anyway, that day I actually preferred to be on my own, to be in the open air, moving at pace up and down the fairways, enjoying the splendid views of the Isle of Wight and the Needles which loom across the water behind the club house. For years, I am ashamed to admit, I had found my father’s golf slightly embarrassing to be around. But I loved our time together, and I know it held a fifty-fold meaning for him. I think our little half-day golf trips were some of the best moments in his life. It was certainly a few hours when he could have a good bitch about everything and chain-smoke his Craven A old-lady fags.
         
 
         He was a terrible golfer. All his life. We played together for almost thirty years and he never for one second improved, even if we played every day for a week. He loved the game though. I knew that every April when I stayed up into the early hours watching the US Masters tournament from the beautiful Augusta course, he would be sitting in his armchair in the New Forest watching too. At every gripping last hole of Ryder Cup drama, I knew that wherever we were we would be both be shouting at the screen, screaming aggressively at the Americans.
         
 
         For him, playing golf was a bit like digital technology. He just didn’t get it. When I talked to him about computers, mobile phones or the internet I know he had no conceptual framework to begin to understand what I was saying. Whenever I did a project for BBC News Online, he would always ask me to tell him ‘when it would be on so we can catch it’, as though it was an episode of Heartbeat that had to be circled in the Radio Times so that it wouldn’t be missed. The idea that it was ‘on’ forever was beyond his paradigm. Similarly golf. He had no concept whatsoever of what you had to do to play the game better. Many of us tried to tell him over the years. He’d listen politely, nod, thank us for the advice and then proceed as normal. He loved the phrase ‘let it go in one ear and out the other’, and I think this is what happened with golf tips.
         
 
         And yet he had a fine mind. Even into his seventies he could take a car engine to bits, know exactly what wasn’t working, and tell the young mechanics at the garage what to fix, how to fix it, and how much it should cost. And he was fantastic with analogue electronics. All my life he fixed my toys. Even when I was running professional recording studios I would take him all the broken cables, headphones, guitar pedals or speakers, and he would return them to me after a few months, mended. He saved me a fortune in replacement costs. He could do so many things I can’t. The most obvious is driving cars. He was a car obsessive, adored Formula One and could tell you exactly what was happening in Michael Schumacher or Lewis Hamilton’s car at any time during a race. He would have loved to watch recent seasons where the all-British pairing of Lewis Hamilton and Jenson Button is driving for the British-based McLaren team. We always felt they were our team, as their HQ is in Sheerwater in Surrey, very close to where I grew up.
         
 
         He had one golf shot. I called it ‘the push/shove/jab’. He really had no swing action whatsoever, and no timing or rhythm. No matter where he was on the fairway or in the rough, he would select a club (this club selection was basically irrelevant as the shot was always the same) and, with minimal backswing, jab hard into the ball, then stop on impact, with no follow through. Every shot the same. Almost every shot a disappointment to him. A normally mild and polite man, he would become filled with Tourette-like rage while playing golf. From various bushes and ditches on the course I’d frequently hear a distant ‘SHIT’ and ‘OH FUCK IT’. It later struck me that the only other time I saw him show serious anger was when he was in Portsmouth hospital a month before he died, when he was angry with everyone – the nurses, the doctors (now paranoid, he thought they were ‘experimenting’ on him), and most of all, God, for calling his time too soon. As I sat on his bed, he grabbed my arm with his strong bony hand, looked me hard in the eye and, his body shaking, hissed ‘You’ve got to get me out of this fucking place.’
         
 
         But with golf he never seemed that bothered for long and when he fluked a good one he was ecstatic. We always diligently wrote down the scores and I always won. When I was a boy, he was happiest when we’d have a sit down between holes. He’d light up, I’d eat some crisps or a Mars bar, and he seemed the most relaxed and contented I’d ever seen him. He was no sportsman. Apart from golf, and kicking a football around with me as a kid, he never played anything; and he was totally disinterested in nature and the outdoors. He never understood my passion for rambling. ‘Why not drive?’ was his attitude. He was also to the right of Jeremy Clarkson on most environmental matters. But on the golf course with me he found some sort of peace I think, as did I.
 
         As he got into his seventies his game worsened, but I started to care much less (perhaps shedding the embarrassed teenager skin), and other players on the course who we’d hold up minded less too. Old men hacking away on golf courses are treated with a lot of affection and a sort of respect by young players, the assumption being ‘they were once really good, now bless ’em, they’re still doing it, even though their game is clearly much reduced’. I think young players have a flicker of a moment of seeing themselves in thirty or forty years and hope that they too will still be hitting golf balls at that age.
         
 
         Also, two new factors came into play. Firstly, he became rather erratic and forgetful during a game. He would play a shot, put the club on the ground whilst he lit a fag, then walk off without the iron. When he next needed that club, he’d suddenly realize what he’d done and I would have to go running back through the course, letting players galore through, to pick up the errant tool.
         
 
         The other factor was that he started seriously to struggle to walk as sciatica set in for the pernicious long term. Gradually he found it difficult to even play more than two consecutive holes without being in a great deal of pain. He’d have a walking stick in one hand, an iron in the other, a fag hanging Jimmy Page-style out of the side of his mouth, and I would end up caddying the whole round for both of us, lugging a bag on each shoulder for nine holes, which really isn’t that enjoyable, especially in the February rain. Our between-hole rests would lengthen as he tried to will the pain away from his lower back and arse. In fact, he was in so much pain I wondered if he was having any fun at all. But he kept wanting more. He loved the experience so much, and couldn’t really accept that his body was telling him he couldn’t do it anymore. And by now his putting was shot, too. He’d always been a decent putter – it suited his calm, measured, diligent temperament. But in the last few years he seemed unable to judge the weight of a putt at all. It was almost pot luck if the ball landed near the hole or twenty feet past it.
         
 
         
            ***

         
 
         In 1947–8 my father worked for Lord Louis Mountbatten, cousin of the Queen, uncle to the Duke of Edinburgh, war hero, spin doctor extraordinaire, show off and general all-round Establishment good chap. In February of 1947 Mountbatten was appointed Viceroy of India, taking over from Viscount Wavell, but his hasty partition of India and withdrawal of the British led to some of the worst sectarian conflict the world has ever seen. This was a shadow that would hang over Mountbatten for the rest of his life.
 
         My father joined the RAF in 1945, just in time to catch the end of the war. He was based in East Anglia for his whole period in the service, and it was here that he was recruited to join the flight crew of Mountbatten’s personal aircraft (an Avro York), which would shuttle the last Viceroy between Britain and India as he negotiated with Gandhi, Nehru and Jinna. Many of these negotiations occurred in the Viceregal Lodge in Simla. I was once shown the table there where India was literally carved up.
         
 
         He was the aircraft’s wireless operator. It gives me pleasure whenever I work for BBC Radio to think that here is one trade that I have inherited from him, albeit tangentially. It was a forty-eight-hour flight to India. Nowadays it takes eight, direct. In 1947 they had to fly first to Alexandria in Egypt and would stop there for a few hours to refuel. Presumably Mountbatten was on the phone to Gandhi or sending express telegrams to Prime Minister Atlee as this was going on. Then the second leg of the flight took them to Karachi, in what is now Pakistan. After resting and refuelling the crew would then take the Viceroy to wherever he needed to be in India, although according to my father this seems to be mainly in and around Delhi.
         
 
         The Karachi airbase, christened RAF Drigh Road, has had an interesting history. For several years before my father whiled away the hours there with his mates, it had been home to T. E. Lawrence, who had sought anonymity from his ‘Lawrence of Arabia’ fame by enlisting into the air force as a simple airman under an assumed name. Once it was discovered that he had been stationed in western India, rumours became rife that he was acting as a spy engaged on a secret mission against the Russians, in one of the final moves of the century-long Great Game. Conspiracy theories still abound on this bizarre stage of Lawrence’s extremely odd life, though it seems likely that he was just after some peace and quiet. RAF Drigh Road didn’t really agree with him. He wrote to Charlotte Shaw on 28 January 1927:
         
 
         
            The Depot is dreary, to a degree, and its background makes me shiver. It is a desert, very like Arabia: and all sorts of haunting likenesses (pack-donkeys, the colour and cut of men’s clothes, an oleander bush in flower in the valley, camel-saddles, tamarisk) try to remind me of what I’ve been for eight years desperately fighting out of my mind. Even I began to doubt if the coming out here was wise.

         
 
         In 1947 the base was handed over to the Pakistan Air Force and in 1977 Drigh Road Air Base was re-named ‘Faisal Air Base’ in honour of King Faisal II of Saudi Arabia.
 
         As Mountbatten made history, the crew would be given a few days leave, and basically got up to no good. Tony disliked India. He always found my fascination with the country somewhat baffling. He hated the heat, he disliked the people, he despised the filth, but most of all he hated the food. In all my life I never saw him eat Indian food. He was in fact very distrustful of any food that had the affront to contain either herb or spice that wasn’t salt or pepper.
 
         My father loved telling yarns, often at great length. Some of them were gripping. And he certainly knew how to shape a narrative or rather, exaggerate and embellish a remembered occurrence. At his funeral I told the congregation some of his stories. My all-time favourite has the feel of an Ealing comedy caper.
         
 
         To deal with the frustrations and need to kill time on their Indian trips the crew decided to have some fun and make a bit of money on the side. After I had been to Agra and seen the Taj Mahal for the first time, I asked my father if he’d been there. He told me that he had, but it seemed that he barely noticed the breathtaking beauty of the dawn light over the white marble tiles of the planet’s most famous mausoleum, as he had other things on his mind.
         
 
         The crew – with the full knowledge of the captain – worked quite a scam in Agra. They all would go to a carpet shop. Three of them would enter through the front door, engage the owner in conversation and make sure any other shop assistants were suitably distracted. Meanwhile, the other three boys would go round the back of the shop, find a way in and start loading beautiful, expensive Rajasthani carpets on to a waiting van. At a certain point they would drive off and rendezvous with the other three at the airfield. Whilst Mountbatten was high up in the mountains of Simla carving up the country with Gandhi, the hold of his plane was being filled with expensive looted carpets. When the Viceroy was ready, they’d head back to Britain.
         
 
         As they flew low over the flatness of East Anglia on the final approach to land at RAF Honiton, two of the crew would open the doors of the hold. Once over a specific part of Thetford Forest, another of the crew would distract Mountbatten away from the sight of carpets being chucked out of his plane and landing amongst the trees.
 
         The plane would land lighter, and Mountbatten would head off to London. In the meantime, a local farmer, in on the scam, would have driven a tractor with a trailer through the forest to the pre-arranged drop point and picked up the carpets. These he stored in a barn. Later on, an RAF truck would appear at the barn, the farmer would be given a fiver and the carpets would be whisked back to RAF Honiton. They would then be sold on the black market for considerable profit and the whole crew got a healthy cut.
         
 
         It was perhaps one of the final acts of the four-centuries-long looting of India by the British. But never had it happened so literally under the Viceroy’s nose.
         
 
         I told this story at the funeral and was met by a wall of silence. I had expected some laughs. I hastily moved on. I wondered if people disapproved as it cast the deceased as a petty criminal or at best a spiv (which he was a bit). Afterwards, my friend Mark told me that he could see that people had found the story touching and amusing – it’s just that no one thought they should laugh at a funeral.
         
 
         Tony adored Mountbatten all his life. My father, a deferential lower-middle-class man born in the 1920s, always looked up to the officer class and especially to aristocrats. Apart from meeting Dame Vera Lynn at a local amateur dramatic performance of the musical Blitz where she was guest of honour, Mountbatten was the closest he ever got to top brass. He remembered him very fondly. What a great man, so kind to the crew, etc. And he would always come to the cockpit and share his fine single malt whisky with the lads before the end of every journey back to London.
         
 
         Mountbatten was blown up by the IRA in 1979. I remember my father being devastated. All the critical material that’s been written about Mountbatten in recent years wouldn’t matter to him. My father’s relationship to him and admiration of him was almost Hindu – an unbreakable ancient feudal master–serf dynamic. Somehow the glory of the great man’s celebrity rubbed off.
         
 
         
            ***

         
 
         All along it was my father who gently fostered my love of golf. It was the one interest we really had in common and from when I was a small child I think he could sense this. But golf for him was also about class. After leaving the RAF, he was in awe of his boss for many years. This officer-class chap was called Ray Sanders, and owned a small chain of musical instrument shops in the western suburbs of London. Mr Sanders lived in a big house in Gerrards Cross, Buckinghamshire. And he was a member of the posh Denham Golf Club – perhaps the only golf club in Britain that has a mainline train station named after it. The management of the firm used to go on industry conference weekends, and golf was a part of this. Dad had to play to fit in. It must have been slightly socially agonizing for him, not really being a golfer, so he cleverly worked it that he would organize the tournaments, but not necessarily play. I think he smelt the proximity of the bourgeois life he’d always yearned for, and golf was both a passport to it and somehow a block rejecting entry. For my father the bar of a local golf club felt like the Garrick Club. It was an officer’s mess, to which he’d gained access by the back door. This is a feeling I have had (and continue to have) all my life too.
         
 
         My mother and I would often join him during these conferences. Normally they were held in Bournemouth. When in 1977 I saw the crazy golf course in the Pleasure Gardens there, I was immediately hooked. I adored it. I loved the fantasy side of it – that you had to get this ball through a tunnel, over a stream, into the castle, out of the pirate’s mouth and into the hole. The course is still there. I played it recently. It’s still ace.
         
 
         Seeing my delight, we started to play crazy golf, and then the more grown-up putting greens wherever we went. A few years ago I was in Bexhill-on-Sea to look round the recently refurbished art deco wonder, the De La Warr Pavilion. I was startled to find at its western tip the putting green, which we had played on twenty-five years previously, still open. From putting greens, I progressed to pitch-and-putt courses – the one in the middle of Sandown Park racecourse was a particular favourite, not least because in the café afterwards there was a Space Invaders machine which was almost as good, if not better, than the golf.
         
 
         Then, when I was ten or eleven, we started to play nine full-length holes on easy courses, like the one in the grounds of the swanky Oatlands Park Hotel in Weybridge. We once got shouted at by some stuck-up toff who complained that we didn’t have a golf bag each, and that we were sharing clubs. This was the start of a lifelong and continuing loathing of – and fascination with – the reactionary pomposity of many golf people and golf clubs the world over. The simple fact was that we couldn’t really afford all the gear but loved playing, so we played it with charity shop clubs and found golf balls.
         
 
         Neither of us really knew what we were doing. In fact, it was only when I had the first golf lessons of my life at the age of thirty-six that a pro told me I was gripping the clubs wrong – like I was holding a baseball bat. It’s a bit like my guitar playing – technically woeful, but often effective.
 
         
            ***

         
 
         
            Ca sera la plus magnifique de toutes ces ruines.
            
 
            
                

            
 
            French Prime Minister Georges Clemenceau, on looking at the half-hbuilt city of New Delhi (1920)

         
 
         The spark suddenly, beautifully ignited in October 2005 when I saw a simple wooden sign on which was engraved the words ‘golf course’. I was near Simla and later would discover that the sign pointed to Naldehra, the golf course Lord Curzon (Viceroy of India 1899–1905) himself set up at his favourite beauty spot. My imagination was on fire: the British had built golf courses at their hill stations. In the middle of the Himalayas there must be courses with the best views on the planet. I had a sudden desperate need to find these courses and play them. When I returned to Delhi at the end of that trip I drove past the Delhi Golf Club in the centre of the city. That night I Googled it and saw the pictures that made my mind up. Here was a course constructed by the British in the 1920s amongst the ruins of a seventeenth-century Mogul palace, as they were building the Empire’s biggest folly – the city of New Delhi. The poetry of the gesture was fantastic. At the very moment when the British Empire was about to implode, the Raj built a golf course on top of the previous colonial rulers of India – the Muslim dynasty who it had taken over from two centuries before.
         
 
         I yearned to play this course, but had to go to weddings and head home soon after. However, the idea grew and grew, and the more research I did the more I discovered that there were British-built golf courses all over India, almost all connected to hill stations or to the bigger cities. I wanted to play at Gulmarg in Kashmir, which claimed to be the highest golf course in the world, and at the Shillong Golf Club – the wettest golf club on the planet; hit a few balls whilst revelling in the luxury of the Madras Cosmopolitan Club, and visit the course at Kodaikanal where tigers and leopards are rumoured to roam across the fairways. And I wanted to play at Delhi where, amongst the ruins of the Mogul palace, there are cobras in the rough.
 
         An idea formed. I was intrigued to know how the British used these courses, what they had meant to them and the role they had played in the social life of the Raj. But, parallel to this, I was keen to know how today’s Indians, propelled by the dynamo of the economic boom, are taking to golf; I wondered which courses are being used, which are derelict and which abandoned. In 2011 India had for the first time two players – Jeev Milkha Singh and Arjun Atwal – in the world’s top fifty ranked players. This can’t be a coincidence – there must be a link between the recent success and gradual westernization of India and an interest in that most class-sensitive of sports – golf. One reason why the British and the Indians mostly got on for so long was because both cultures were (and still are) obsessed with class. The highly complex Hindu caste system had almost met its mirror in the deeply nuanced class structure of Georgian and Victorian Britain. Both countries were a bunch of huge snobs. And I wondered if golf, both then and now, somehow expressed these class aspirations and assertions.
         
 
         I was looking for the right moment to go – when my interest and need were at their zenith. My father dying made me want to run and run; whilst arranging his funeral I was catapulted into action, and I started to imagine a trip – my own Raj fantasy with a bit of golf on the side.
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