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This book is for Peter Thomson, whose memoir, had he written one, would have been titled ‘Putting it Gently’





A word from Sandy Dawson



Pat Ward-Thomas, one of the great golf writers, said of Peter Thomson:




I never saw a golfer who seemed so assured of his destiny. There is about him an unmistakable air of success; in the assurance of his bearing, the lightness of his stride, the set of his head, the clear decisive mind, and the cool, often smilingly casual acceptance of fate.





Tony Walker quotes not only Ward-Thomas but also those other golf-writing greats Bernard Darwin and Henry Longhurst. They also are unstinting in their praise of Peter Thomson, whose rhythmic simple golf swing and marvellous temperament meant that under pressure and when required, he nearly always hit the shot that the situation demanded. In the modern era only he and Tom Watson have won five Open Championships. Jack Nicklaus won three. Tiger Woods won three. Greg Norman won two.


Tony Walker gives the reader some wonderful insights not only into Peter’s amazing record but into the man himself, whom I have known for some twenty-five years. In spite of that record he never appears arrogant, but there is no false modesty either. He describes things objectively, unemotionally and in an almost detached manner. I once asked him which was his favourite Open Championship. I thought he might choose his fifth Open in 1965, the year he beat Lema, Palmer, Player, Nicklaus, Charles and De Vicenzo. Unhesitatingly he replied, ‘1960.’ This was the year his great friend Kel Nagle won the Centenary Open at St Andrews.


The only other Australian captain of the Royal and Ancient, Lord Bruce of Melbourne, had the great fortune of being captain in 1954, the year Peter won his first Open Championship. Rory McIlroy won it in my term, at Royal Liverpool in 2014, where Thomson won in 1956. I was president of Royal Sydney when Rory won the Australian Open there in November 2013. I enjoyed introducing the man who would win the forthcoming Open Championship to the man who had won five of them.


As Tony Walker points out, Peter Thomson is probably one of Australia’s five most iconic sportspeople. He concludes by asking the man to whom simplicity is everything a wonderful question: ‘What does golf tell us, or should tell us, about life?’ Thomson replies: ‘Play the ball where it lies. That’s probably it.’





Foreword by Ranald Macdonald



It was a freezing day in Boston in January 1998.


The familiar Australian accent of good friend Peter Thomson—with his ‘mid-Atlantic’ twang, gained through years of travel and mixing with all nationalities in the world of golf—was on the phone from his home in Melbourne.


‘Jack Nicklaus’s Memorial Tournament at Muirfield, Ohio, in May has decided, for some reason, to designate me as the honoree,’ he said. ‘I need someone to speak on my career—and make me appear better than I was.’


Typical Thomson humour and modesty.


Four months later, I found myself looking down from a podium at a raft of the world’s best professionals playing in the prestigious tournament, extolling the virtues of Australia’s greatest golfing figure. Thousands of fans had paid to join them on a sunny afternoon beside the eighteenth green.


This is what I said at Muirfield on that summer’s day on 27 May 1998.


A recent article on Peter Thomson was headed simply, ‘Peter the Great’. An appropriate heading, I believe, because the other Peter the Great, Tsar of Russia from 1682 to 1725, was also a remarkable organiser, innovative, a creator (think St Petersburg), had a grand plan and fought many successful major battles.


I do not think, though, he had Peter’s whimsical sense of humour . . . certainly he did not play golf. Also, the Russian Peter was born to power and position, the Australian one had to earn his recognition and current exalted status.


As a player, Peter Thomson’s record is there for all to see.


As a leader, Peter has been a major influence on golf around the world.


Perhaps he is the person most responsible for the Asian golfing upsurge in both popularity and in the increasing number of skilled amateurs and professionals emerging from that region.


As a golf administrator, he has played a vital role.


He was elected president of the Australian PGA in 1964 and stepped down in 1994, after successfully doing battle to gain respect for the professional golfer, consistently opposing the paying of vast sums in appearance fees for visiting golfers to tee up in Australia and fighting to retain all that is best in a game, which has become such big business—for Peter is a traditionalist with strong feelings about sportsmanship, fairness and good manners.


As a course designer, Peter has left his mark with some 150 golf courses to his name throughout the world.


He once said that he had failed in his design of a course if a scratch player and his or her grandmother could not both enjoy playing it.


As a television commentator and writer on golf, Peter is of the highest level.


Succinct, sardonic (with a wonderful touch of whimsy), wise, courageous, self-deprecating, generous and an excellent wordsmith, Peter proved a very, very good journalist. It is a fact that, immediately after he won his first British Open at Royal Birkdale, he tapped out his story of the tournament on his portable typewriter, drove 20 miles to the local telegraph office and transmitted it to a newspaper in Australia.


As a person, the qualities he brought to his writing, interviews and broadcasting reveal part of the man. But there is so much more.


Well read, a music and theatre lover, and a talented amateur painter, Peter is both a deep thinker and a doer. I have met people who sat beside Peter for the evening and never knew he played golf. The keen, the fanatically keen amateurs (like myself), are the ones who bring golf into every conversation and leave the impression they are better than they are—the ‘could have been’ champions.


Peter is an internationalist, a forward thinker and a notable achiever in the world of golf and outside of it. Yet, he is a homebody, in that he loves Melbourne, relishes returning to his family there, and enjoys the Australian way of life, with its candor and sense of humour. He was known by his fellow competitors as ‘Placid Pete’, but he was a fierce competitor. Self-taught, he developed a swing which the late Ben Hogan (who Peter particularly admired) once described as the simplest and most repetitive he had seen. Peter methodically thought and manoeuvred his way around the golf course, making it all seem so easy and natural.


So, the excitement for me is to relive in Tony Walker’s excellent book (and 60 years on) the five remarkable Open triumphs (some refer to them as the British Opens!) and to reflect on the diverse career of a remarkable Australian sportsman and citizen. He is one of our very best—perhaps our Numero Uno?
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‘Putting it gently’: Peter Thomson lines up at St Andrews Old Course on his way to back-to-back Open Championships, 1955.
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Dead-eye: Peter Thomson holes a 10-metre (12-yard) putt on the eighteenth at St Andrews to be tied for the lead after a brilliant 68 second round in 1955. Caddie Walter Gillespie is in the background.
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Where it all came together. The gracious sandbelt Victoria Golf Club, Melbourne, from the eighteenth fairway. Illustration Graeme Baxter


 



1 Beginnings



Peter Thomson remembers his first golf stick well—a left-handed hickory-shafted cleek. One of the minor miracles of the Thomson story is that Australia’s greatest golfer began his career with a single left-handed club that is the equivalent today of a one-iron. This is the club of which many years later the great American professional Lee Trevino would say, ‘even God couldn’t hit a one-iron’.


Back then, in 1942, the 13-year-old from Brunswick made the best of his antique club, which may have dated from early in the century when the Spalding Company in America began making matched sets of irons with forged heads. All these years later we might conclude that Peter Thomson’s proficiency with long irons, of which he was the master, might be attributable to learning to play that most challenging of clubs, and one that obliged him to hit down and through a golf ball to achieve loft.


Asked what happened to an heirloom that might be worth a lot of money today, he shrugs and says that ‘pretty soon it broke’, obliging him to discard it and look for an alternative. That came by way of an eclectic mix of hand-me-down right-handed clubs.


These were a mixture of cleeks, brassies, spoons and niblicks, as golf clubs of another era were known. The world cleek derives from the Old English to grasp, a reference to the club’s hook-like shape.


‘As soon as I saw somebody hitting right-handed, I thought, “That’s for me, I’m hitting with the wrong implement”,’ he says now.


At the age of thirteen, Peter William Thomson reversed his stance—and never looked back. His lack of sentiment about his first golf club proved to be a pattern repeated in later years as he acquired and discarded sets of clubs as someone might change their clothes, even, and perhaps especially, on the cusp of major championships.


He had initially ‘faced up’ left-handed because, like his father, he was a left-handed batsman, and if he had to hold a cricket bat now he would take his stance left-handed.


He insists he’s not ambidextrous in the way some of the great cricketers have been, batting right-handed and bowling left-handed, or vice versa.


‘I’m right-eyed and right-handed and I’m not proficient left-handed in any other way,’ he says.


The road to British Open golfing immortality begins in the shadow of war at the Royal Park links, a two hundred-hectare park bounded by tramlines, a zoo and railway tracks not far from Thomson’s childhood home in the Melbourne working-class suburb of West Brunswick. A long one wood or two from here is Princes Park, home of his beloved Carlton Football Club.


His world in those days was defined by school at Brunswick Technical College, a home life dominated by a sports-loving father, Arthur—a sign-writer who was a stalwart batsman and wicketkeeper of the Brunswick City XI—and a mother, Grace, who encouraged her son to read.


The irreverent magazine Smith’s Weekly was a mainstay of family reading. Thomson’s early exposure to the written word in Smith’s and other publications in a lively household might explain his later aptitude for golf journalism, first with The Argus, then the Melbourne Herald and more recently The Age.


It was not golf, however, but cricket and Aussie Rules football that filled his dreams of sporting achievement in his early teenage years when Brunswick Tech would do battle with neighbouring technical colleges in Collingwood and Fitzroy.


The great Australian left-hander Neil Harvey was a sporting contemporary and opponent. Like the Australian Test cricket captain Bobby Simpson, Harvey himself became a first-class golfer.


In Thomson’s memory, the most accomplished cricketer-golfer in his experience was the Englishman Tom Graveney, whom he describes as the ‘best I came across’. Graveney was a scratch player. Harvey and Simpson weren’t bad either.


In 1942, just into his teens, Thomson’s golfing odyssey began, quietly, out of sight and probably a bit out of mind of his family, who could not possibly have imagined that a freakish talent was manifesting itself across the tram tracks from where they lived.


All these years later it might be hard to fathom how a precocious teenage sportsman-in-the-making might have persuaded himself that he could achieve perfection in a game that demanded it.


But that is what he accomplished in hours of practice on Royal Park’s nine holes first with a cleek and then with an ill-matched set of right-handed clubs. He practised most often by himself, learning to play with the precision that was to define his game as far and away the most successful Australian golfer of any generation.
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A late teens Peter Thomson at Victoria: all poise and balance.





It also saw him become one of the country’s most celebrated sportspeople, along with Don Bradman, Rod Laver, Margaret Court and Dawn Fraser—if we were to nominate the top five. Thomson deserves to rank second on performance in international company behind the Don.


Between 1942 and 1945, he got his handicap down from an initial 20 to scratch, enabling him to win the Royal Park club championship in 1945 at the age of sixteen.


In 1946, his prodigious talent was recognised and he was invited to play at the top-drawer Victoria Golf Club in Melbourne’s sandbelt—an achievement that might have seemed far-fetched when he picked up his first left-handed hickory-shafted club.


When I ask what he had learned from his own largely self-taught apprenticeship he replies laconically: ‘Well, not making mistakes, keeping the scores down to par and be happy with that. Keep out of trouble in other words.’


Keeping out of trouble at Royal Park in those early days was a priority, since golf balls were in short supply as raw materials like rubber were commandeered for the war effort. This meant avoiding hedge-rows and railway tracks.


He remembers constantly scrounging for golf balls; one type of ball in particular added to golf’s challenges. This was the ‘bramble’ ball, which because it had bumps, not dimples, meant it did not have much run on it.


It’s doubtful in his teenage years he would have heard of the British golfer Harry Vardon, whose record six British Opens he would chase in later years, but Thomson’s and Vardon’s early exposure to golf bear a resemblance to each other.


Vardon effectively taught himself as a pre-teen knocking a ball around on the Royal Jersey golf links, as Thomson did at Royal Park. Both were from humble origins, and both were imbued with the imperative of not losing valuable golf balls. In Vardon’s case these were ‘gutty’ balls, (made from gutta-percha), before rubberised balls became the norm.


In his early years on a golf course Thomson’s idea of perfection was to make ‘lower and lower scores’. ‘I was achieving what I set out to do, and that was to make no errors and all positives, and that adds up to about the 68 I was normally averaging,’ he says.


‘Averaging 68’ might seem almost beyond comprehension, even by today’s exacting standards, but the record shows that he won more often than not by shooting sub-par over four rounds, or doing so effectively in match play. He had few peers in match play, testament to his ability to hold his nerve in pressure golf.


Unlike most golf champions of later generations, many of whom benefited from personal coaches, or from having attended golf academies, he fended for himself in a solitary determination to master the game. Golf began to absorb more and more of his spare time between studies, playing cricket and football, and following the Carlton Football Club.


‘I played cricket and football [as a centreman] and loved them both, so I wasn’t going to throw away the bat, the togs and all that,’ he recalls.


I ask, what prompted you to pick up a golf club in the first place?


‘Let’s face it,’ he says, ‘there’s great pleasure in hitting a golf ball.’


He was lucky in that he had, at Royal Park, if not a teacher then a mentor of sorts in the person of club professional Jimmy Grace, whose own career had suffered because of recurring epilepsy.


Operating from what Thomson describes as a ‘hole in the wall’ pro shop at Royal Park, Grace would dispense advice to the young golfer. Perhaps more important, Grace gave him encouragement that he was on the right track.


‘Jimmy Grace was a remarkable man,’ he recalls. ‘He gave me confidence. He was very clever at that in boosting confidence, which is what a good coach does: it lifts your game, lifts your attitude.’


In those years 1942 to 1945, he did not neglect his studies, and won a scholarship from Brunswick Tech to Footscray Tech to study industrial chemistry, and went later to the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology where he got his diploma as an industrial chemist.


His ambition—before he realised that golf just might provide a livelihood—was to be a geologist, but he found study of chemistry not to his liking. He did not care for the ‘smells and the mess . . . so I began to think in another way: how can I dodge this?’


The manicured fairways and greens of the Victoria Golf club, where his bronze statue now stands in the grounds, provided an escape from the laboratory.


He counts himself lucky that at Victoria he found himself number six on a golf pennant team that included the likes of H.R. ‘Dick’ Payne and Doug Bachli, both exceptional amateur golfers.


He is sparing in his praise for others, but in Dick Payne he found an ‘encourager’, with whom he partnered in his first significant golf victory. That was the Australian Foursomes Shield in 1947 at Huntingdale Golf Club in Melbourne.


He says of the businesslike and competitive Payne that he was ‘more influential than anybody else on the golf course’.


This is high praise for someone who had the benefit of many ‘encouragers’ in his early days, starting with Jimmy Grace, and including George Naismith, club professional at Riversdale in Melbourne where he served a brief apprenticeship, and the great South African Bobby Locke, who took him under his wing . . . or exploited him as an exhibition partner, depending on your point of view.


There was also the flamboyant Norman Von Nida, who may well have been the best Australian golfer never to have won a British Open. To his credit, the ‘Von’, as he was known, was unstinting in his encouragement of the young Australian. No one seemed to derive greater pleasure from his many successes.


It was Von Nida who calmed concerns of Thomson’s parents when their son turned professional that he had thrown away a career as an industrial chemist.


‘He went to see my father and mother to allay their fears that I might be getting into some terrible trap,’ he says.


Von Nida quickly concluded there was something different about his youthful protégé beyond his sublime swing and temperament to match. He was not the first to remark on his enigmatic personality, nor would he be the last. Sporting champions tend to be different.


Thomson himself pays due and generous regard to Von Nida for his early mentoring and sustained friendship. Not least of the Von’s influences on the young golf professional was to encourage him to dress the part.


In his playing career he distinguished himself as an immaculate dresser, not a hair or a crease out of place, his various golfing ensembles matching perfectly and invariably accompanied by a pair of white golf shoes. Bobby Locke had advised him to wear white shoes on tour because they were a good match for whatever colour slacks he might choose. Thomson, though, was less formal than Locke, who would sport a collar and tie and plus fours, and certainly less flashy than the colourful Von Nida, but that reflected their contrasting temperaments.


In a column written for the Melbourne afternoon paper, The Herald, in 1964, he explained how he came to be a male model for golfing attire thanks partly to Von Nida.
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Amateur brothers: Peter Thomson at age 19 in 1948 with amateur champion and Victoria Golf Club teammate before the Victorian amateur championships at Woodlands, which Thomson won.
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Peter Thomson playing exhibition golf at Victoria with Eric Cremin (left) Norman Von Nida (foreground right) and Ossie Pickworth, 1949.
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