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What people are saying about

No One Playing

No One Playing is both a profound piece of work and a thoroughly enjoyable read. It’s touching and truthful, skips along at a lovely pace, and is certainly not just for golfers too. It may just change the way you view the world and your ‘self’.

Simon Mundie, broadcaster, event speaker and presenter of the BBC’s ‘Don’t Tell Me the Score’.

I loved this short story. I read a hole each day digesting the message or feel of the hole and then thinking about it.

Dr. Peter Evans, golfer, entrepreneur and doctor of philosophy.

It takes a certain type of golf book to get me interested and read it to the end! Having played the game for a living for so long I tend to steer away from golf books. But I really enjoyed this one. It’s a great read and I think will be a real eye opener for a lot of golfers at all levels. No One Playing gives a great insight into the golfer’s mind and what we go through out there.

I know quite a few professional sports people are starting to see the benefits of mindfulness and No One Playing explains the process clearly and still keeps it relevant to golf.

Neil Rowlands, tournament professional golfer.

Wonderful! – this is lovely writing and story telling.

Dr Mark Davis, psychiatrist, golfer and long term meditator.
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To Jack, my Dad, although he passed away almost thirty years ago his inspiration and love for the game has always stayed with me.
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Prologue

This book is a story about a strange encounter on the golf course with someone who, on the face of it, knows nothing about golf but who ends up teaching me about the inner game and questioning my approach to golf and to life itself. So it is not just about golf, or sport. It’s not about improvement or progress or how to do something. If anything, it points to a way of living effortlessly that is free and harmonious, that is, to the essence of mindfulness.

There’s a saying ‘Golf is a great teacher!’ My companion for the day quickly understands this and uses the game as a metaphor for all sorts of lessons. He highlights the capacity for golf to teach the golfer not just about playing the game but about the performance of any task and about life in general. He offers deep insights into the workings of the mind and the power of the mind to inhibit and distort – about ego and humility – about the inter-connectedness of the natural world – about searching for answers and about the freedom that can be found by giving up the search, even about the fundamental question ‘If we’re not our thoughts who or what are we?’

His deep questioning goes to the heart of the game. For example, Why play? What really matters? What do you love about it?

These are questions that are not only about golf but about life – questions that radically shake up our comfortable status quo and potentially shatter our illusions. On this theme my mentor for the day also uses the example of the Covid-19 pandemic and how our usual patterns have been disrupted in order to highlight what is real and sustainable and what is not. He suggests that globally we have been invited to face these questions, as it were, in a lengthy and enforced mindfulness retreat.

In this way he suggests I come to see playing golf as meditation and all of life’s activities as a mindfulness practice.






Introduction


Changing


Only one thing is certain–impermanence.

Buddha



Locker rooms often seem to be darker than they need to be. Almost holy. Lockers the colour of pews, musty smells, hushed tones, evoking a belief that one day the kingdom will be entered.

Dank rooms adorned with the mundane: the odd wet sock, the abandoned broken umbrella, the pair of shoes that spiders have lived in since the days of Peter Alliss and Dai Rees.

This changing room floor was covered in tiny indentations caused by millions of spiked shoes over the last hundred years – testimonies to the countless hopes and dreams and golfing stories that had been told and experienced in these rooms. All that was left were the little marks, memories embedded in the atmosphere of the changing room.

‘Changing’ room seemed appropriate. These rooms and others had witnessed the mild-mannered change into monsters with golf clubs in their hands, brain surgeons into nervous wrecks, the competent into the incompetent, the clumsy into the most delicate, pussycats into tigers.

There was a note on my locker room door: Sorry can’t make it, got flu, Tony.

With many other sports I would have been left with little choice. No one to hit the ball back. No challenge to my strength, courage, cunning or stamina. With golf there is always the option of playing by yourself, of pitting your wits and skills against the course and the elements.

My decision was instant, although I went through some other possibilities: go to work and finish that report, do the week’s supermarket shop. Who was I kidding?

I had been looking forward to playing for days and had already played much of the round in my imagination. I also had a strong but intangible sense that something was drawing me out there.

Every golfer knows that the course in itself provides a challenge and one that can be part of our personal relationship to it. Each course has a unique personality, and for a man his golf course is probably female!

Will she still love me? What do I have to do to please her? How did I displease her? Why does she turn against me when things are going well? What mood is she in today?

As golfers we know that we are rarely in control. As soon as we think we are that is the time to be wary of the game’s ability to remind us of our capacity for humiliation and our vulnerability. No professional golfer says ‘I’m playing really well and will win this week’. This is partly because the pro golfer is a member of a superstitious breed but partly because they know that form can leave you overnight like an overly-sensitive lover. Much better to replay the worn-out clichés ‘I’ll just take each shot as it comes’ or ‘I hope the golfing gods are with me’. I guess the game, in this way, can teach respect for the environment and a healthy version of humility.

Without an opponent, the weather on the links can turn out to be the true challenger. A seaside course can play differently almost every time you go out. Today the wind was off the sea, light but getting up, enough to make a difference to the club selection. Enough to invite the faster swing, the big swipe at the ball, or the attempt to steer it. All fatal to the result.

Enough, also, to set off the excitement in my stomach, making the decision a foregone conclusion. Maybe today I would learn the secret, everything falling into place. The swing adjustment I made last time seemed to work. I’ll try that. The sweet high of addiction. Do I forget that the lows are wrapped up in the same parcel? Or am I addicted to those as well?

The wind rattled one of the windows that faced the sea. It felt like a warning from the elements.

‘You may think you can plan your round from the cosy warmth of the locker room. Come out here and let me blow you off balance! Let me make your eyes water as you fix your gaze on the ball. Let me nudge that beautifully flighted nine iron into the bunker next to the pin.’

I had found the ball that I wanted to use and had placed it on the bench next to me, balanced on one of its dimples. Golf balls had originally been smooth and it was an accidental discovery that a ball with little indentations travelled more truly to its target. Before that, the old gutta percha ball had been invented by a Scottish golfing Reverend who had ordered a statue of Vishnu, the Hindu god, from India. It came wrapped in the rubbery gutta percha substance to protect it, and the good Reverend found that he could mould it into a golf ball to supersede the feathery. Maybe God intervened and maybe Vishnu too!

Before this ‘divine’ intervention the golf ball was made of feathers (about a top hat full) stuffed tightly into a small leather pouch and sewn up. They took a while to make and had to be abandoned when they became sodden with water.

As I looked at my ball, I remembered fragments of a dream from the night before. In it I had been intently marking my card on the eighteenth green. I was muttering to myself about missed opportunities and mistakes. I looked up so that the expletive leaving my lips could be projected into the air. As I did, I noticed with horror that the player behind me had miscued his shot to the green. His ball was flying directly towards my head at high speed but before striking me slowed down to almost no speed at all. Just before it struck me smack between my eyes, I could clearly make out a green and white and blue pattern on the ball. In the split second before impact I recognised it as the earth.

The ball knocked me unconscious and I was sent spinning amongst the stars. I had become the earth and was floating, turning and orbiting in a vast universe. It was beautiful and awesome. In the dream I came to on the course and had fully recovered except that the ball was still lodged in the middle of my forehead. Rather than this being a problem, it appeared to improve my vision in a bizarre way. I could no longer see anything as separate from anything else. Everything was connected.

I woke up at this point and although I had lost the sense of connection, I could still feel, like a finger pressing there, the place where I had been struck between the eyebrows. (What was that about?)

I picked up the ball on my way out of the changing room and headed for the course. The clicking of the steel spikes on the concrete floor helped bring me out of my daydream.

Holding the ball in my hand I was more aware than ever before of the firm roundness of the beautifully engineered modern golf ball.

Designed to fly.





Chapter 1

The First


The length of a golf course is five and a half inches – the space between your ears.

Bobby Jones



The crunch of gravel underneath my feet seemed much louder than usual and the early morning mist against the skin on my face almost hurt. Dew hung on bended grass and no other footprints spoilt the challenge I was relishing. I imagined the excitement of mountaineers treading virgin snow.

Only as I approached the first tee did I notice the figure. The incongruity of the man’s appearance should have been remarkable to me but, in a way, I was not at all surprised to see him there. His jet black hair glistened in the watery sunlight and his cotton collarless shirt was striking in its whiteness and its uniqueness as attire for the golf course. Sandals would not have been my first choice as footwear either, and his toes already glistened with the moisture from the grass he had walked through.

He was about 5ft 4in and stocky. His skin was a beautiful rich brown, a mixture of brown and gold.

His face was hard to place geographically. Malaysia, Tibet, India?

The smile was broad and the crow’s feet well worn. He could have been anywhere between 30 and 60.

‘Morning.’

‘Good morning to you, Sir,’ he replied, with the faintest of bows.

‘You playing?’

‘No, no, no,’ the man chuckled about this question, which he clearly thought absurd and went on:

‘Please no, I am visiting my brother here in your country and he told me about your game of golf and I became interested and thought to come and see for myself before I return home.’

‘Would you like to walk round with me?’ I heard myself saying. I didn’t think through this offer at all but as I looked into his rich brown eyes, it felt like an imperative, as though I was hypnotised.

‘I would like that very much, thank you.’

In these few words was struck this strange pairing which was to turn my approach to the game I love upside down and inside out. I was going to see a familiar object completely as new, just as a tiny child lives in pure experience before words come along to create a world of separate things.

Only as I stood over the first shot did I consider the implications of playing with someone who knew nothing of the game. Would I have to explain everything? Would I be able to concentrate? What made me invite him?

* * *

The first hole starts inland and then bears sharp left following the line of the seashore. In golfing language: a dog leg. Unless the player is aiming for safety the first shot of the round needs to go over the edge of the beach. The more he or she aims to shorten the hole the more beach there is to carry. The dunes stretch away into the distance and the pungent smell of the sea is often the first thing you notice as you climb on to the exposed tee.

Standing up on the little flat square of crisply mown turf, I surveyed the expanse of sea before me. This aspect was never the same. The angle of the sun, the thickness of the mist, the swell of the sea and the movement of the tide always contrived to make me look each time as though for the first time. Today the island that lay some ten miles away sat brooding under the mist, dark and distant. On clear days I felt it so close that I could have reached out and touched the steep hillsides or at least sailed a seven-iron shot across the straits.

The green is over 400 yards away and hidden behind a mound, so that only the flag is visible. The undulating green is a challenge in itself and par is not assured by being on the surface in two.

The tee itself was in lovely condition, very firm and a little sandy under foot and cut really short. I chose a wooden tee peg which took some pressure to put in the ground; the ball sitting on it looked very inviting. I was doing these things without thought and started to wonder again what my guest would need to know and how much I would need to explain.

As I swung the club my new companion stood very still from some intuitive sense of the right thing to do; the ball went straight but not very far. I had made a reasonable swing but not got the timing right. We saw it skim low over the beach, land and bounce two to three times on to the fairway about 190 yards away.
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