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FOREWORD


Ian Wooldridge



When 16-year-old Henry Alliss brought some school friends home the other day, he introduced them to his father thus: ‘This is Dad. He shouts a bit, but he’s okay really.’


Shouts a bit? Could this be the hidden alter ego of the honey-tongued BBC golf commentator whose brief flash of irascibility during this year’s Open Championship deluged Sportsmail with the biggest response to any poll it has ever conducted?


More than 2,000 readers wrote in. And by a seven-to-one consensus the verdict was: ‘Lay off Alliss. He represents standards of behaviour our country is fast losing.’


The dissenters called him pompous or reactionary, sometimes both.


Alliss replied to his accusers with a smile. ‘I quite understand that,’ he said. ‘Anyone over fifty in Britain today is regarded as a dinosaur. If you still stand up when a woman walks into the room, they think you’re completely daft.’


It was the hottest day of the year when we met at Wentworth. He was wearing a jacket and tie and was ten minutes early for our interview. He is so punctilious about such matters and much else that it seemed appropriate to invite him to list the things he dislikes most in the sixty-ninth year of his very public life.


He was up and running in a flash: ‘Graffiti, vandalism, bad manners, road rage, riding bicycles on pavements, very bad language on television, rude and uncontrolled children, parents who let their children run riot, inconsiderate people who slam hotel doors at unsocial hours, poor teachers, schools with no discipline, all-night television, excessive nationalism and almost everything now regarded as politically correct.’


So what does he like?


‘British humour, solid stone houses, orderly queueing, good manners, fish and chips, fair play, dogs, discipline, honesty, Scotch whisky, kindly eccentricity, pine trees, rhododendrons, bikinis, Bournemouth, Cadbury’s chocolate and coal or wood fires in wintertime.’


Young Henry Alliss, the youngest of Peter’s six children from two marriages – one, Victoria, died tragically at the age of twelve – clearly has a rigorous agenda to live up to.


‘Well, I suppose I’ve shouted at all of them from time to time,’ says his father, ‘and if you ask them whether I was a disciplinarian they’d probably say I was dramatically so.


‘But so what? They don’t go around abusing things or people. They all come home as often as possible. The house is always full of laughter. Is that so bad? And isn’t it nice when someone comes up to you and says: “I met a couple of your kids the other day. They were charming.”’


The house is approached by a longish drive in six acres of land in Hindhead, Surrey, and has six bedrooms and two full-time gardeners. It is closer to London’s airports than his beloved Bournemouth, and Alliss still commutes almost three months each year to commentate in America, as well as following golf all over Europe.


His idea of relaxing when at home is to have a few friends in for dinner. The hospitality is legendary. You don’t drink the latest supermarket bargain.


The chatelaine on these occasions is his wife, Jackie. She is small, dynamic and hugely protective of her husband's reputation. She is also a JP on the Surrey bench at Guildford, a governor of a local school, runs a charity to raise funds for the detection of tumours and, for relaxation, pilots her shared small private plane. She is currently on holiday with some of the Alliss children at their other place in southern Spain.


None of these manifestations of middle-class comfort was attained from a silver-spoon upbringing. Peter Alliss, son of a fine professional tournament golfer, Percy, left grammar school at fourteen. Well, at fourteen and three-quarters actually, but still too young to contemplate university or the conventional professions.


‘There was another contributory factor to the way I think now,’ said Alliss. ‘I was brought up in the Second World War years when nothing could be taken for granted, not even your life, and nothing could be wasted.


‘You didn’t leave lights on all over the house. You had one bar of chocolate a month. And even after the war, when you took a girl out, you had to get the last bus home at 10.30 or trudge ten miles. These days, driving lessons at sixteen, a gift car at seventeen and a gap year touring around the Far East before going to university seem to be regarded as a birthright. I simply don’t understand it.’


At fifteen, Alliss played in the prestigious British Boys’ Golf Championship, became an assistant to his father at the Ferndown Golf Club in Dorset, left for two years’ National Service and returned to become a professional tournament golfer. He played in eight Ryder Cups, ten World Cups and every Open Championship until 1974.


Becoming a television commentator never crossed his mind.


‘Extraordinary how these things happen,’ he said. ‘In 1970 I’d played pretty well in a tournament in Dublin and on the plane coming home I was probably on a high and regaling my neighbours with stories about the hilarious things that can happen to you in Ireland.


‘A few weeks later I was approached by Ray Lakeland, a northern BBC chap who produced sports programmes on rugby union, rugby league, cricket and golf. Ray said: “I was sitting just behind you on the plane back from Dublin the other day. I heard everything you said. Why not come and have a go at television?”’


Alliss did. At first, he provided short comments for insertion into long transmissions; then, after his final Open Championship appearance in 1974, he was invited to join the full commentary team headed by the magisterial Henry Longhurst, a short, squat man who hated appearing on camera. For the next fourteen years Alliss fronted TV’s Pro-Celebrity Golf. For the second time in his life he was a national figure.


Never has he fallen into the celebrity trap that destroys so many febrile TV front-persons before they’ve learned some three syllable words from the dictionary.


‘By choice,’ said Alliss, ‘I would prefer to arrive at and depart from golf tournaments by submarine.’


He comes up with ad-lib phrases like that all through his golf commentaries. ‘I have no idea where they come from,’ he said. ‘They just happen.’


He is as uncompromising about golf as he was about the upbringing of his children. On TV, he briefly criticized Frenchman Jean Van de Velde, who made such a hash of the last hole of the Open Championship at Carnoustie, and makes no apology for it: ‘I have seen amateur players at St Andrews and Gleneagles go out there and take air-shots off the first tee. What in God’s name are they doing there?’


Alliss, unashamedly, does not like the second rate.


His youngest son, Henry, is named to honour three of Peter’s greatest friends: the late Sir Henry Cotton, supreme golfer; the late Henry Longhurst, emeritus of the English language; and Henry Cooper, the Cockney rough diamond who became the first man to horizontalize Muhammad Ali, and who has, with his lovely wife Albina, richly contributed to British public life.


‘You know what all these three very different men had in common?’ queried Alliss. ‘In their own very different ways, they had style. They epitomised our country at its very best.’


Thus an insight into the mind of Peter Alliss, a man who deplores what is happening to our country. His greatest credential is that he is no commercial fat cat. He has earned his every penny the hard way.





Sarah Wooldridge comments: ‘My husband, Ian, was a long-standing friend of Peter Alliss; he would have been delighted to see his article, first published in the Daily Mail in 1999, reproduced as the foreword to this book.’
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GOLF AND THE GRUMPY OLD MAN




‘It is this constant and undying hope for improvement that makes golf so exquisitely worth the playing.’
BERNARD DARWIN, golf writer






So you recognise yourself as a Grumpy Old Man. Or, at least, you have been told you are becoming a Grumpy Old Man, even if only by being given this book! In either case you are reluctantly accepting that you are a man of a certain age, beginning to feel disappointed that life is rushing by, and that you are having to run harder to stand still. Your mobility is on the wane and, with your knee problems, tennis, squash and cricket are out of the question.


Don’t worry, there is a cure for your malaise and it’s right here in front of you. No, my friend, it’s not snake oil (although that’s pretty useful for the old joints), it’s not euthanasia (too drastic) . . . it’s golf.


Now you may already be a golfer with a spiralling handicap, or you may not yet have played the game, but, either way, I shall reveal to you how to wave this magic wand and bring back the sparkle to your life.


Before you take the cure, I just need to ask you a few personal questions and give you a quick examination. Have you recently noticed:





a lack of energy


a decrease in your strength and endurance


that you are becoming sad or grumpy


a deterioration in your sports ability


a decrease in your sex drive


that you fall asleep in the day





No, you don’t have to feel embarrassed. Of course the answer is yes to all of them; we diagnosticians call it the andropause. And you probably also think you can’t trust politicians, that the roads are overcrowded, that kids have no manners, that dustbins aren’t emptied often enough and that petrol tax is too high. In all of which cases you are of course perfectly right, although here I think I am unlikely to help. What I can prescribe for you however will undoubtedly assist you in coping with some of those personal problems you confessed to a moment ago:





• Find new ways to relieve stress – join a golf club or renew your existing membership or find a pay-and-play golf club, or just start off at the local driving range
 

• Eat a low-fat high-fibre diet – avoid the golf club steward’s ‘Today’s Special’


• Exercise regularly – three rounds of golf a week should do the trick


• Talk about your problems with friends – not during the round but later at the bar


• Limit your consumption of alcohol and caffeine before you go out for a round of golf


• Drink lots of water – with your whisky at the golf club.





That should give you a good start. Now all you need to do is to keep it up and read the following chapters and you just may be completely cured. Now everything that follows applies equally to women as to men, so hopefully, this book will help anyone who is thinking of taking up this wonderful game, or who needs to regain the sparkle in their golf.




2


WHY GOLF IS THE CURE




‘Golf is the only sport where a man [of] sixty can play with 
the best. That’s why golf is such a great game.’
SAM SNEAD, Golf Digest, 1975






How can golf be the cure for the Grumpy Old Man? Surely, this is a combustible combination: one of the most frustrating games ever invented and people who are only too aware of the frustrations that life throws up. You only have to look at some of those who play the game for a living. Take Colin Montgomerie. Dear old Monty, he can be the most charming dinner companion and a genial host – his recent wedding at Loch Lomond went off wonderfully – but if there is a crisp packet rustling somewhere in the same county, the perpetrator can expect the most withering glare imaginable. Or if you have to talk to him after he has bogeyed the 18th hole, forget it. Certainly getting in his way is like throwing yourself under a steamroller. Of course, Monty will have stopped emitting steam only a few moments later but by then it has been known for him to be halfway down the motorway still in his golf spikes.


Monty, however, is a pussy cat compared to the old firebrand Tommy Bolt, who was well known for throwing clubs and even breaking them over his knee. But a couple of times Tommy got his comeuppance. Once he was arguing with a caddie about which club to use for his approach to a green. Bolt thought it was a five-iron, the caddie insisted it was a six. Tommy took out the five-iron and hit his ball twenty yards over the green. Furious, he snapped the five-iron over his knee. The caddie meanwhile, not too happy himself, promptly snapped the six-iron over his own knee, dropped Bolt’s bag and walked off the course.


Another time, Bolt was playing well in the opening round of the US Open at Cherry Hills in 1960. But on the back nine his game fell apart. He drove out of bounds on one hole, then into a pond on the next. His mood was not helped by him losing a heated dispute with a rules official over where to drop his ball, and by the time he reached the 18th green, after a string of bogeys, Bolt was fuming. The tee shot required a carry over a lake and, inevitably, it did not make it to dry ground. Neither did the second ball, which was all too much for Tommy. Winding up with a swing fuelled by pure rage, Bolt hurled his driver into the water too. With quick thinking, a small boy in the gallery dived into the lake and amazingly retrieved the driver. He emerged from the water with the club over his head and even Bolt finally had to break into a smile as he went to thank the boy for finding his favourite club. But immediately the boy broke into a run, skipped past Bolt, sped across the fairway and, after getting help over the chain link fence enclosing the property from another spectator, disappeared for ever.





‘A cardinal rule for the club breaker is never break your putter and driver in the same match or you are dead.’
TOMMY BOLT,
How to Keep Your Temper on the Golf Course, 1969





Tommy Bolt may have been a one-off but golf has its fair share of strange characters. Even Nick Faldo, unquestionably the finest British golfer of the last sixty years, appeared so obsessed with the game that he could come across as aloof and uncommunicative – in complete contrast to the persona who now inhabits the commentary box at tournaments in America. As for Tiger Woods, the world’s best golfer has lost count of the number of times he has been in trouble for swearing on national television. Let’s face it, there is so much that can go wrong on a golf course that there is the potential for the game to be an endless source of irritation. All that guff about taking the rough with the smooth, who needs it?


Well, Tiger, for one, shows us exactly how to react. He can be furious for a moment but then immediately switches to thinking about what he is going to do with the next shot. How he got there doesn’t matter any more. All that matters is the shot about to be played. And that’s the point about golf, you can’t replay the last shot, but you can do something about the next one – a bit like life, wouldn’t you say?


But here is the real secret of golf – good players may go away remembering the odd poor shot, but poor players only remember the good ones. And that’s enough to get the grumpiest of grumps smiling with contentment.


But don’t take my word for it.


Quite independently from the idea for this book, researches in Sweden have discovered that playing golf can add five years to your life! Professor Anders Ahlbom, from the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm, revealed, after studying 500,000 golfers, that the game has greater health benefits than walking and even more strenuous forms of exercise. He told the Daily Telegraph: ‘A round of golf means being outside for about four hours, walking at a fast pace for six to seven kilometres, something which is good for the health. People play golf into old age, and there are also positive social and psychological aspects to the game that can be of help.’


Apparently, and this might interest you, the lowest death rates were recorded for low-handicap golfers, who are 47 per cent less likely to die at any time than non-golfers of the same age. Our Swedish scientist added: ‘Maintaining a low handicap involves playing a lot, so this supports the idea that it is the game itself that is good for the health.’


If that is not an incentive to not only take up the game but try and get as good as you can, I don’t know what is. So, what about it? I confess I can’t wave a magic wand without you putting in some effort. But if I can introduce a new way of thinking to those who have played a long time and are losing their power, and a way for beginners of a certain maturity to go forward with a view to enjoying the game for many years, then it will all be worthwhile.


All it takes is one shot. It might be a drive that disappears into the stratosphere, an approach shot that nestles next to the hole, a recovery shot from a bunker that explodes from the sand over the high lip and back to safety on the green or a putt holed to win a match. Nothing feels better and that is the secret that even the grumpiest of golfers understands. It is the shot that brings you back the next time and the next. If the object of the exercise is to move the ball from point A to point B, then there are times when not even the combined talents of Tiger Woods, Seve Ballesteros, Nick Faldo and Jack Nicklaus could have done it more effectively – with more style or finesse, sure, but, remember, unlike in ice skating, there are no points for technical merit or artistic impression. It’s not how but how many.


Wherever I go on my travels in the world I am asked what the appeal of the game is, and I sometimes warn those asking the questions that it can often be annoying, frustrating and even infuriating. But anyone who has actually played the game knows that the joy of hitting one great shot – one that feels just right, or does exactly what was intended, or is helped by an outrageous bounce or good fortune – far outweighs all the bad ones. Despite the drawbacks, golf is a game to be enjoyed.


There are many reasons for this: the surroundings, often beautiful, always better than being stuck indoors; the handicapping system that allows players of differing standards to compete against each other; different formats that offer a variety of competitions; and the general sociability of being a member of a club and, in particular, at the 19th hole. It is a game for all ages, in all weathers, on all terrains. Perhaps there can be no greater endorsement than the literally hundreds upon hundreds of men and women who, like many of you reading this book may go on to do, have taken up the game relatively late in life. Whether they achieve a little or a great deal of success, with one voice they come to me and say, ‘Oh, how I wish I’d started earlier!’


Usually, they have been active in other sports and have only come to golf when their abilities at more strenuous sports began to wane. Then there are others who have played no sport at all since leaving school. The waist has expanded a little and the spouse or doctor has said, ‘You must really take some exercise.’ I make no bones about it. Golf is very good exercise indeed. It fulfils key government health objectives of getting people on their feet and out in the fresh air. The average golf course is over 6,000 yards long, further when you include walks between green and tee, with more to be added when, alas, the ball flies none too straight. You will also be carrying a bag of clubs or pulling a trolley over usually undulating ground. Finally, there is the game itself, which involves swinging a club in a way that brings into use about every muscle in the body.


If you are starting later in life, I am not about to argue that you have a chance of matching the achievements of a Bobby Jones or a Jack Nicklaus. Or a Tiger Woods, for that matter. Tiger’s first experience of golf was watching from his high chair as his late father, Earl, swung a club in front of him. Soon, by which I mean by the age of nine months, the wee cub was having a go at swinging a club himself. By comparison, it seems that I was a late beginner, first swinging a club at the age of twenty months, and I have never stopped learning about the game since. So, although I don’t want to try to persuade you that you can begin late and still be great, I would argue that a late beginner can become highly competent and have year after year of enjoyment. After all, there are examples of people still playing at a ripe old age, certainly into their nineties and no doubt still canny putters.


Eventually, of course, extreme age will set a limit, but for many retired from work a round of golf perhaps a couple of times a week remains an enduring pleasure. There are many indeed who have not taken up the game until this stage in their lives. Before that there were the pressures of work, a family to bring up, the garden to tend. Not until retirement has there been time in plenty to spare. Even this is not too late, particularly, perhaps, for those who have had good ball sense in their youth. If you start in your sixties, you are unlikely to become a club champion, but with a handicap perhaps in the high teens and an enthusiasm for the game you will still be able to do what golf is all about: enjoy yourself.


And what better place to enjoy yourself than on a golf course. Any game has drawbacks and can be thought of as a stupid waste of time but there is no denying that, as my late colleague and friend Henry Longhurst used to say, ‘Golf takes you to such beautiful places.’


Many courses are laid out on land by no means designed by nature for the game. At worst, I have sometimes found nothing more than a flat, cold, clay field with views of factory chimneys, cramped Victorian housing or even a prison wall. Yet there will still be a few birds aloft, trees growing and the feeling of being in the open air. Indeed, by far the majority of courses in the British Isles and elsewhere are set in far more attractive landscapes. Many are a delight to all the senses.


You may have come across Dylan Thomas’s poem ‘Fern Hill’, in which he recalls his youthful visits to a Welsh farm. I grew up from the age of seven at a golf club with a similar name, Ferndown, some six miles north of Bournemouth on the Dorset–Hampshire border. My father, Percy Alliss, a travelling Yorkshireman who had jobs in Wales, Buckingham-shire, Yorkshire, Essex and even Berlin, where I was born, came there in 1938 and remained as a professional until the late 1960s. It was there and on other courses in the Bournemouth area that my golf game developed. My liking for birch and pine woodland has never left me. I was not a keen ornithologist, nor did I know the proper botanical names for the many wild flowers, but the feeling of the still glades – even after taking three putts – has always remained with me.


As my game progressed, I began to play on courses further afield. Today, if faced with the choice, I would play out my days in the golfing landscape of my roots, a few miles from our Ferndown home those many years ago.


Many golfers would disagree with me. For them, the great delight of golf is those rather barren stretches of land hard by the sea, with rearing sand dunes, rushes, gulls shrieking and whirling and the crash of waves on the shore. For many, links golf is the only real golf, and they scorn courses that meander amongst ancient oaks or carve their way through pine forest. The British Isles is fortunate in its wealth of links terrain. It is found along the Kent and Lancashire coasts, in eastern and western Scotland and elsewhere. If kept in good condition, the turf seems designed by nature for a golf ball to lie neat and clean, asking to be struck. The bunkering may be entirely natural or only need the surface to be scraped away. The greens ought to be fast and true – even in winter – but subtly undulating. Nowhere else will the golfer be so closely in touch with the weather. Inland, the day may be still and humid, but on links land there is always the freshness of the seas and a light breeze. For some lovers of links golf, working the ball low into a stiff north-easterly is the thing. Others relish a soft summer evening with the skylarks swooping overhead.


But, of course, golf has long since spread inland. I am not prepared to enter into the argument over whether our game owes its birth to the medieval kolven of Holland or originated in Scotland. However, there’s no doubt that it was the Scots who spread the game throughout Britain and around the world. Golf has come to be played in every type of landscape. There are courses on Japanese mountainsides, in Burmese jungles, in the desert, manufactured by huge earth-moving machines in America, in rolling parkland, on downs where the wind blows free, and on the heaths of Surrey, Yorkshire and Germany. Only the communist states resisted the appeal of golf but of course that has now changed, not only in eastern Europe and Russia but in China, where the game is suddenly booming. Who could have thought that there would be more tournaments on the European Tour in China than in Scotland. It’s a weird and wonderful world!


If you are looking to join a golf club, many factors will come into play, such as how far away it is – if popping down and playing just a few holes on a summer’s evening or hitting a few chips and putts around the practice green appeals, then the closer the better – whether you know people who are already members, or what the clubhouse facilities are like. But however far away it is, it is worth bearing in mind that golf in surroundings that give you a lift, however badly you may be playing on a particular day, is to be preferred. On the other hand, there are more and more golfers these days who opt not to join just one club but pay-and-play at different venues. Ask the pro at your nearby club or driving range what the options are for this sort of membership locally. This variety will help to develop your game and may also better suit those who still have a busy schedule or a limited budget.


One question you may be asking yourself, if you have never played the game before, is how difficult is golf? There is no hard and fast answer. Undoubtedly it is one of the most difficult games to play to a very high standard. Every course is different, and even when playing the same course all the time – as many golfers do – you will find that it is wholly or subtly different from one day to another, or even from hour to hour. You may find yourself in winter or summer trying to keep your hands and club grips dry, while pulling a trolley, holding an umbrella, and writing down the score to boot. In golf, play is abandoned only if the course becomes unplayable through flooding or snow cover or presents a danger to life from lightning. No concession is made to the players’ comfort!


People coming to golf from sports which involve reflex actions and a moving ball find it difficult. It looks so much easier. There is that little white ball quietly waiting to be hit. It’s all up to you. Nothing your opponent can do should affect your own ability to swing the club back and through. I remember Prince Philip saying to me that he hadn’t taken up golf because it was, ‘Too easy. Try polo. That’s hitting a ball with a club, but it’s moving and you’ve got to ride a horse as well.’ True enough, but in the little polo I have watched, I noticed that they missed the ball a lot and the pony seemed to do all the work.


In many sports you have no time to think of the consequences of what you are about to do. A ball hurtles towards you and you react instinctively. But what happens when the player has got time to think? There’s the penalty in soccer, for instance. Whoever takes a penalty has quite a long time to think how easy it ought to be to place the ball in the net, but many penalty kicks go rather feebly straight to the goalkeeper. The kicker has not kept his nerve. The horrid thoughts of failure have got to him. In rugby, similarly, most things happen at a fairly high speed – but you need nerve at fullback as a high up-and-under is hoisted into the air. How frightful to drop it in front of a packed house at Twickenham with a historic win against the All Blacks in the balance! Or think of tennis. The players dart about the court and the ball flashes to and fro across the net, sometimes in a marvellous volleying sequence too fast for the eye to follow. But what happens when a player is serving? Now he is almost in a golf situation: he or she has to toss the ball gently in the air and strike it when almost stationary. How often are double faults served in a crisis of the match? And finally cricket on the village green. The fast bowlers have had their say and the score is clicking along nicely. The fielding team is glum. Oh well, let’s give old Charlie a go. Old Charlie ambles up to the wicket and sends down his standard delivery: a lob up in the air that takes some time to reach the batsman. ‘Easy,’ thinks he. That is just the trouble. He does have time to think – and time to doubt and change his mind. Another wicket for old Charlie.


So, then, golf is a very difficult game to play to a high standard, but it is one of the easiest games to play well enough to enjoy. After all, the ball is stationary. You don’t need much natural reflex ability or great strength to see you through. Strength can be a disadvantage. My father once taught an Olympic weightlifter who never succeeded in hitting a golf ball more than 180 yards despite his strength. Never was a man more frustrated and eventually he gave up the game.


The ability you most need to hit a golf ball long and far is that of making a clubhead move fast, to accelerate it. Other considerations come into striking a golf ball a long way, but you must get the clubhead moving fast. But don’t despair, it doesn’t take great strength or clubhead speed to move the ball over 200 yards and that will be enough for you to be able to compete enjoyably at golf. Hand and arm speed are undoubtedly very important and later I shall be explaining a few ways in which these can be improved, although they depend to some extent on how naturally gifted you are. But you must be prepared to give the necessary time to developing your game.


If you have been successful at other ball games you will begin with certain advantages. Above all, you will have learned how to compete, how to keep your nerve in a crisis in a match, how to steel yourself to play a shot when you lack confidence in your ability to play it. You will also have to unlearn some of the skills you bring to golf from other sports. All manner of marvellous shots, for instance, can be played at racquet games when the player is off-balance, but in golf an off-balance shot is seldom a good one. The basic mechanics of the swing must always be right. Nevertheless, such people have already one of the essentials of golf: how to swing an implement through the ball not merely at it.


I would always, for instance, back a good-class cricket batsman to attain a relatively low golf handicap. Certainly driving a ball straight for six, with a full backswing and follow-through, closely resembles what we are after in the golf swing. Even so, the cricket backswing is much shorter than that necessary for golf – indeed, some players have no backswing at all. Many golfers, such as Bernard Hunt and Doug Sanders, prospered with short backswings – barely to the vertical – but such short swings often cause problems, particularly as regards rhythm, an essential ingredient in golf.


My father, Percy, had an encouraging message for beginners. Unlike me, he reckoned it was an easy game. It was ‘us’ who made it difficult, particularly through not accepting limitations and allowing little or no time at all for practice.


The most famous hole in golf? The 19th, of course, yet it has little if anything to do with the game. It’s the favoured place in the clubhouse for a drink and companionship. After the game is over, the conversation flows over an orange juice or whatever you fancy. For many, this part of the golfing day – especially if the golf has not prospered – may prove to be the most enjoyable. Here every man and woman becomes an expert – in their eyes at least! We can complain that the new sand being tried out in the bunkers is really quite unsuitable – ‘Why don’t they use the same kind as at so-and-so golf club?’ ‘Why, for heaven’s sake, haven’t they started to scarify the greens yet, and why is that green-keeper planting all those trees just where my drive normally finishes at the 14th?’ ‘This new handicapping system is dreadful. The wrong people seem to be winning all the competitions.’ ‘What do you think of this new steward they’ve got hold of? Do you know, he refused to get me bacon and eggs at 4 a.m. when the card school broke up.’ ‘The new secretary’s a tartar. Ordered me out of the bar last week because I still had my golf shoes on. Fellow seemed to think I was dropping grass and mud all over the place. It’s just like being at home.’ ‘Who’s that lady member? Haven’t seen her before. Is she new? Mmm, might ask her to play in the mixed foursomes next week.’


The talk ranges freely. Few topics are actually banned, though perhaps politics should be treated with caution. There’s one subject above all to be avoided. No one, absolutely no one, is interested in how you played your last round. You have to be Woods or Els in a crowded press tent to find an interested audience, and even they have long ago learned that their fellow players care not in the least. As the great Bobby Locke used to say in kindly tones, ‘How did you play today, Master – but please start at the 18th!’


I learned this lesson myself many years ago. I was in the company of my father, the Whitcombe brothers and Abe Mitchell, the greatest player to fail to win the Open Championship. Into the clubhouse came a dejected young man, Bill Laidlaw, an assistant to Henry Cotton at Ashridge. He was a most promising player whose career never came to fruition only because he was killed in the war. Seeing his dejection, Abe Mitchell said, ‘What’s the matter, son?’ This was a mistake. Bill proceeded to go through his round stroke by horrid stroke. There was the opening drive out of bounds, an iron shot ruled on the flag that kicked sharp right into a pot bunker, a four-putt where the hole had been set just at the top of a rise and the ball returned to Bill’s feet rather too often. So the account went on, the minutes ticked away. But we heard him out. When the tale of disaster came to an end, the generally kind Abe Mitchell leaned forward and said, ‘Yes, it’s a sad story, lad. But remember this, no one but you gives a bugger.’


So, dear friends, take heed. It’s a self-centred world. Don’t launch into a wordy account of the state of the game, and if anyone asks you how went the day, limit your reply to a dozen words. Perhaps, ‘Not bad, but I couldn’t get a putt,’ or ‘Had four birdies,’ or ‘Couldn’t have hit my hat,’ or ‘Thirty-three on the outward half and 52 home.’ That will be quite enough for your audience, unless you are a raconteur accustomed to having your fellow men rolling in the aisles. Otherwise, let the conversation flow where it will. And flow it will. What a game it is for meeting new friends and the most interesting people.
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1608 AND ALL THAT




‘I never could hit that fairway.’
Walker Cup golfer ‘Laddie’ Lucas after crash-landing his Spitfire during air strikes over the Channel in 1941 beside the ninth fairway at Prince’s Club in Kent, where his father was the secretary.






If golf is to be your new hobby it’s not a bad thing to know a little bit of its history, although even some people who earn their living from the game do not seem to appreciate this. Some time ago I was hosting the Men v Women golf series from Woburn Golf and Country Club. We were staying in some style at the Bell Hotel in the little town of Aston Clinton. On this particular occasion two of the players involved were Greg Norman, the Australian, and the top woman golfer in the world at that time, Nancy Lopez.


One night after dinner, when it was coffee time and the cigars were being passed round, Nancy Lopez suddenly asked me the name of my favourite golfer, or one who in my opinion was ‘king of the castle’. I ran off a few, starting with Bobby Jones and his great feats in the 1920s and early ’30s, Walter Hagen, Ben Hogan, of course the impact that Arnold Palmer, Gary Player and Jack Nicklaus had on the game, then I said I had a great respect for the South African, Bobby Locke, and added I wished he was around today to see how he would get on with such power golfers as Greg Norman, Tom Watson, Ray Floyd and the like. In my opinion, I thought, pound for pound, he was possibly one of the greatest players the world of golf had ever seen.


Her face went blank and she uttered the immortal words, ‘Who is Bobby Locke?’


It was a very sobering moment. I often wonder how many players today take the trouble of looking back to see who did what and where. I get the feeling if Tiger Woods ever found himself in a quiz concerning all things golf he’d know most of the answers, he’s that sort of fellow, a rare talent, a remarkable mind. All that and blessed, most of the time, with good luck. An unbeatable combination.


So, you’ll be wanting to know something of the game’s history and the extraordinary things which have happened since records were kept. So much has been written about golf, a game so different from any other, its characters, its humour, the situations, the majestic surroundings players enjoy. Here is a brief history of the game and a few facts and figures, which I hope will entertain, amuse and educate you.


The beginnings of the game are shrouded in mystery. We are told Mary Queen of Scots was out knocking a ball about on the banks of the Firth of Forth whilst her dear husband was being decapitated. Strange woman! How callous!


So you see, there are records going back 500 years. I’m absolutely certain that one day someone will discover an ancient tomb in the Middle East and there, carved on the walls, will be stick-like figures, waving something that could be a club and trying to hit a spherical object that might be a ball. That might be several thousand years before Christ. Were that ever to happen it would upset the pundits who categorically state they can put their finger on where this mystical game began!


The game was moving along, albeit fairly slowly, in the eighteenth century and there are many pictures of landowners of the day standing proudly, hand on hip, grasping some strange-looking implement, waiting to step out and challenge the meagre golf links of the day.


Although the Scots fiercely claim to be the inventors of the game, there are some very old paintings depicting a game similar to golf played on the frozen lakes of Holland. There’s no doubt a stick-and-ball game was played there many moons ago but whether or not it was quite like the game of golf is not certain.


In the eighteenth century the first set of rules was drawn up by members of the Honourable Company of Edinburgh Golfers, better known as Muirfield, situated on the banks of the Firth of Forth some twenty-five miles east of the fair city of Edinburgh. Little did they think when they put those few words on paper that the game would explode the way it has, now creating a book of rules that rivals the size of the Bible. The first Open Championship was played in 1860 on the west coast of Scotland at Prestwick. They only had 12 holes in those days, the first one was over 600 yards and Old Tom Morris opened up with a three! Three full-blooded shots and it disappeared down the hole. Quite amazing, because the course must have been very unsophisticated, and goodness knows how big the hole was. Remember, this was long before the invention of the steel sleeve which nowadays is sunk into the ground, leaving a gap of a couple of inches or so round the top to cushion the ball before it, hopefully, disappears from view.
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