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INTRODUCTION

‘An autobiography? Why would I write an autobiography? I don’t read books, and I haven’t finished with my career yet. No. Absolutely not. Tell them all no.’

That was Ian’s visceral reaction to the flood of book offers we had received post 2012 Ryder Cup, now dubbed the ‘Miracle at Medinah’. My business partner of six years, Paul Dunkley, and I fielded phone calls from both sides of the Pond – him in the UK and me in the US. We were both surprised at the somewhat sudden intensity of interest in Ian Poulter.

And to be fair, neither Paul nor I were initially in favour of a book, either. After all, Ian was right: he was nowhere near retirement and ready to recap on his comprehensive playing career. But, the more Paul and I talked about Ian as the person we both know so well (Paul for nineteen years and me for almost seven), the more we thought perhaps it merited further exploration.

Ian is always intense, always raw and always emotional. In a sport where many of his colleagues were ‘groomed’ to be professional golfers from an early age, Ian willed himself to rise to the top. He has an insatiable appetite to compete at whatever the game may be: golf first and foremost, but snooker, table tennis, darts, or even aiming rubbish at a bin. Whatever the game, Ian wants to beat you at it, for no other reason than to beat you at it.

He’s self-confident and decisive. He never views anything or any goal as outside of his grasp. He’s easily distracted, but never loses sight of what he wants to achieve or own. He operates most effectively when he’s backed into a corner. The higher the pressure, the greater the likelihood of his success.

Paul and I aim to balance Ian’s ultra-competitive nature, which often comes with knee-jerk reactions (like the opening comment of this Introduction), with a more objective and analytical approach. Paul deals with on-course mindset and mentoring, and I manage all the Poulter off-course business. It’s a balance that works well. It’s a balance that ultimately resulted in this book being written.

After a month of convincing conversations, Ian finally agreed to do the book on a couple conditions:

1. That it would not be written or viewed as an end to his story, but more of a beginning.

2. That he could say what he really felt, and when you’re around Ian you realise that happens pretty frequently anyway.

And so based on those conditions, this book came into being.

I don’t think Ian fully comprehended the amount of work it would take to author something so real and honest. It’s easier to manufacture fiction. Truth can be hard, and Ian does not particularly like to let people really ‘in’. There are a few of us, very few, who see the other side to the Ryder Cup ninja. The majority of what people see from Ian, on course and through his obsession with Twitter, is when the curtain goes and up and the stage is lit. Paul and I have encouraged Ian to share some of the backstage side. There’s a reason Ian likes beautifully made cars and clothing and houses. There’s a reason he avoids sad movies.

From my vantage point, I will share this: if you are someone Ian cares about, he will protect and defend you ferociously. If you needed something, anything, he would be offended if he wasn’t your first phone call to ask for help. He doesn’t only want the best of everything for himself, but he wants it for you too. He’s completely generous with his time and possessions.

Ian does all things to the extreme – when he cooks (very well, I might add) he is not shy with the herbs and wine. When he orders champagne, it is routinely a choice vintage. He dons vibrant colours and bold patterns. His watches exhibit complex movements, and his cars are all very fast and loud. But, all these things that Ian surrounds himself with, all these accumulations and toys do not truly fulfil Ian. In truth, they merely explain him. They evidence a journey of a young man from working-class England, an aspiring and obscure athlete who fanatically and tenaciously created this life for himself. It is a life he now deeply appreciates, thoroughly enjoys and always lives with No Limits.

R.J. Nemer, September 2014




Chapter 1
Gary Is No Longer With Us

Gary was thirteen when he died. He was six months younger than me. He always bought some sherbet lemons before school and, at morning registration one day, he was leaning back on his chair in the classroom. The stool tipped too far and he fell backwards. Gary inhaled the sweet. Nobody knew what had happened straight away. The teacher didn’t know what to do. I don’t think she even knew he’d been sucking a sweet. By the time they got him to hospital, Gary had died.

My mum came to get me from my school. I was at a different school to Gary. I was in a French lesson and the teacher came to the classroom and said I needed to be excused. I saw the emotion on my mum’s face and I knew something was wrong. We started to walk back to my nan’s house.

‘Gary’s no longer with us,’ Mum said.

I didn’t really know how to take it. At that age, I didn’t really understand death.

‘Can’t they bring him back?’ I said.

It was a ten-minute walk. I can remember every step of it. Nobody close to me had died before. If only someone knew he had the sweet. If only the teacher had somehow realised he was choking. This kind of grief, which I was about to see in other people, well, it just wasn’t something I had ever experienced. Gary was my cousin. He was my uncle Phil’s son. He was my mate. I didn’t understand what it meant. I played with him most days, every Friday night, every Thursday night, Saturday and Sunday.

And then, suddenly, he was gone.

We were a very close family. There was my dad and his brothers, my uncle Phil and my uncle Ray. Uncle Phil had two kids, Gary and Emma. Uncle Ray’s kids were Stuart and Michael. My dad and his brothers were the anchor of our family. Every Friday and Saturday night, we went round to my nan’s house in Sish Lane in Stevenage and my mum and dad and my uncles all went down to the Prince of Wales to have a drink and play in the local crib and darts leagues.

Like a lot of working-class families, our free time revolved around sport. My dad and both his brothers played football. Every week was based around my dad’s sport at the weekend, and the pub. My mum and dad had met in a pub, the Dun Cow in Stevenage. She worked there for a while behind the bar while she was at college. Back then, in the late seventies and early eighties, what else was there, apart from the pub and sport? There was crap on TV. And, because of my dad’s job, we had access to some of the best sports facilities in the area.

My dad worked for British Aerospace and they had an amazing sports ground right next to Stevenage Golf Club. My dad played football there on Saturdays, and my cousins and I would spend all our time down there, playing football or messing around with the arcade games in the clubhouse, while my dad was at his match. They had several rugby fields, football fields – lots of acreage. Table tennis tables, snooker, pool. They were our Saturdays.

My nan had a lovely big back garden and so Gary, his elder sister Emma my brother Danny, who is two years older than me, and I used to play football there. My granddad had died quite young but he had been fantastic at green bowls and the club he had played at was just over the fence. There was a putting green there, too, and for years and years, we used to sneak on to that putting green.

It had those old, painted stainless steel flagpoles with a triangular hoop on the top and numbers on them from one to eighteen. The guy who was manning the hut at the front couldn’t see us putting round the back. We used to do that on Friday nights and then, on Saturdays, I snuck off with my brother into the golf club to go out searching for lost balls.

We were a happy little crew until Gary died and my mum came to take me out of school to tell me the news. She picked my brother up at the same time and the three of us walked back to my nan’s. Everyone was gathering there. It was a really emotional day and a really emotional year. I took it very badly. I’ve never really been able to talk about it until now.

So I have blotted it out for a long time. For more than twenty years. Since Gary died, I’ve become good at putting things in a box and putting the box on a shelf and leaving it there and never going back to it. I don’t like to think about unhappy things. I don’t want anyone diving too deep into what’s inside my mind. I suppose that’s why I’ve never really talked about Gary.

It affected my uncle Phil and his wife at the time very badly. They are no longer together. We don’t talk about it. I never have talked about it to my uncle Phil because it’s very difficult. I don’t deal with that kind of stuff that well. I just kind of deal with it myself.

It’s not that I want to block it out of my memory, but it is something that was tragic enough . . . I don’t like those things. It still upsets me. I don’t like seeing people hurting like that. It was a huge shock to the family. You never get over something like that. My uncle Phil will never get over it. There’s a hole in the family that can never be filled.

It took me a while to comprehend it – the funeral, all of that. Gary’s bedroom was the same for a long time. My uncle Phil never touched anything in his room. He still lives in the same house. It was twenty-five years ago. Unfortunately, it took several weeks to find out properly what had happened. When the post-mortem was being done, there was a lot of speculation as to the cause of his death. In the end, they found the sweet in his throat.

It was agonising. It was an avoidable death. If the teacher had realised he was choking, she could have done the Heimlich manoeuvre and dislodged the sweet. When the stool he was sitting on started to fall over, Gary must have gasped and inhaled the sweet. It seems such a small thing. You’re fit and healthy and you pass away because you are eating a fricking sweet.

How has it affected me? Well, because of Gary’s death, I tend to hold my emotions in. Emotions on the golf course are different. I can express myself on the golf course and be me. That’s me doing what I love to do. But when it comes to personal emotions, I don’t want them to affect anybody else. I think I can deal with them my way.

I’m stubborn and my dad’s stubborn. I don’t like to share my feelings with anybody. Someone took my mate away and there was nothing I could do. I have a really tough time with watching people struggle. I really don’t like it. I don’t like poverty, either.

I get a lot of pleasure helping people with the Dreamflight charity, which has become a passion of mine. But I find it upsetting to see kids in wheelchairs, to see people suffering from illnesses. It upsets me and I don’t like crying. I don’t like watching people suffer. I like to see people happy.

I don’t think I have ever got over Gary’s death. I have never really talked about it properly, or even considered talking about it with anybody in an in-depth way, and when I do it upsets me. I don’t see psychologists for that reason. I don’t want them digging around. It’s my problem and I will deal with it.

There are people in my life I do talk to, who I can open up to, but it’s fewer than a handful. If I went to a psychologist, I worry that it would bring stuff to the surface that I don’t want to deal with. I choose to block a lot of stuff, and generally that is not the nice stuff. The things that have been difficult, I shove them to one side and mentally move them out of the way so I can do what it is I enjoy doing.

I never want to forget Gary but I don’t like dwelling on anything sad. I am a confident person. I am someone who has always been really positive in everything I have ever done. I think that is something which is a strength and not a weakness, so I try not to dwell on things too long. I try to get over them and move on.

I have tried to push the trauma of Gary’s death away. I wanted to forget the trauma of it because of the pain I saw it cause. So I try to block stuff and if I can’t block something, I move away. That’s what my family does. We tend to keep things under. I know I do. I know my dad does. I guess it’s an old-school thing, in a way. I’m sure my granddad passing was traumatic for my dad but he never talks about him. I have got to be honest, I was less than two years old so I barely know anything about my Grandad Ron and I think my dad probably doesn’t want to talk about him because it’s emotional.

I never mentioned Gary to my uncle after the day he died. Not once. I didn’t know how to approach the subject. It’s something a twelve-year-old can’t really deal with. For a while, I could see the pain, so I didn’t want to bring it back up. It never got discussed.

My mum and dad split up not long after – maybe a year or so. That wasn’t very helpful. My uncle Phil and his wife split at a similar time; the same with my uncle Ray and his wife. I don’t know why. I don’t know if it was Gary’s death. It wasn’t going to help. I didn’t see any signs of the break-ups, not even with Mum and Dad, to be honest. There was the odd argument in the house, which most people have in their upbringing. Silly little things. My early teenage years, if I look back, they were . . . well, there was a lot of upheaval.

It was tough for a long time. I found my parents’ divorce difficult, obviously. Dad was moving out. There were arguments. There was stuff that wasn’t right, but if people split up, they split up. It’s just not meant to be. I didn’t favour sides. I never have and I never will. What happened, happened. I had to deal with that myself. Through those years, there were a lot of unhappy thoughts spinning round in my mind.

When I was sixteen, my dad met somebody else. He was happy and my mum seemed happy and settled. My mum had met a guy called Mark Wall just after the split. He was a teaching pro at the Jack O’Legs Golf club. My dad’s girlfriend, Maz – she was lovely. But she was found to have ovarian cancer. She had a full hysterectomy and, in the aftermath of the operation, they found that it had spread. She was young. She was only thirty-three or thirty-four. She passed away when I was nineteen. My dad was devastated.

Everything was a mess. Maz passed very quickly, which affected my dad badly. I went to stay with him over in Letchworth because I was worried about his state of mind. But the girl I was going out with at the time, she was ten years older than me, she had just got divorced, and she became very angry when I told her I was going to stay with my dad for a little while. She wanted me to live at her place.

I told her I needed to spend a lot of time with my dad and she couldn’t rationalise that. She wasn’t invited to Maz’s funeral but after it was over and we had all gone back to my nan’s house in Sish Lane, she came round anyway and caused a scene.

I was talking to somebody else, which made her angry, and she slapped me. It was chaos for half an hour. She left after a bit of screaming and shouting and everyone was incredibly upset. A little while later, I decided I’d drive my dad back to Letchworth and the next thing I knew, she was alongside us in her car, trying to drive us off the road.

She was trying to kill us. We were side by side, she was trying to sideswipe my car, I was taking roundabout after roundabout at breakneck speed. It was like a car-chase scene in a film. It was as emotional as it gets to see my dad so unhappy and then have Psycho Woman try to drive us off the road. I drove to the police station and jumped out of the car, with her following me. She jumped out and started telling the police I had been drinking.

I went back to live with my dad and stayed with him for a while. I had to get a court order against her because she came up to Chesfield Downs, the golf club where I was working, and caused another big scene up there.

It was all a little crazy. I found it very hard to deal with. It felt like a lot of big things were happening, all before I had even grown up.




Chapter 2
The Stall

Until Gary died, everything had been normal. There had been lots of normality. I only ever lived in one house throughout my entire childhood: 405 Canterbury Way, on a drab, modern estate on the outskirts of Stevenage, in roundabout land and dual-carriageway country, in a suburb called St Nicholas.

It was a little house in a terrace of fourteen, part of the New Town that had been built after the Second World War. Our view out front was of a row of twelve garages with three flats above them. The garage doors were bright blue. They were the only splash of colour around. It wasn’t picturesque but it was all I knew.

I went back there recently to show my kids where I’d lived and pulled up outside our old house in my Rolls Royce. A woman leaned out of one of the windows and I told her why I was there. She looked around at the rubbish bags that were clogging up some of the raggedy front gardens and at the state some of the houses were in. ‘You want to be glad you don’t live here now,’ she said. ‘It’s a shit hole.’

I never thought of it that way. I didn’t know any different. When you grow up in that environment, you take it for what it is. It was my normality and I was happy. It’s everything that’s around me today that isn’t normal: my Ferraris in the garage, my house in a gated community in Florida. All that kind of stuff. I know it’s not normal but I’ve earned it and I’m proud of it.

All my mates back in Stevenage lived within walking distance. I’d just go round and knock on their doors. We’d play football against a wall. Yes, I broke a neighbour’s window. Didn’t everybody, once? We’d get chalk out and draw a goal on the wall and play until the woman who lived there got home from work in the evening.

We didn’t have much money. My dad worked in engineering for British Aerospace, programming precision milling machines that cut blocks of steel and metals. I didn’t really know too much about what the work entailed, but I did know it got us access to BAe’s great sports ground. I would have jumped at any chance to go to watch Arsenal play now and again, but we couldn’t afford it.

We didn’t go on too many holidays, either. Mum and Dad would have loved to sit on the beach every summer, but we didn’t have the money. The first holiday we had, I was probably eight or nine and Grandma and Grandad White paid for us all to go to Lanzarote together. A year later they took us all to Gran Canaria. We only had a couple of holidays where we went on an aeroplane. Some years, Mum and Dad just hired a sunbed so it looked like they had been on holiday.

My mum worked several jobs to help pay the bills. She worked in the Dorothy Perkins store in Stevenage for a long time and then got promoted to being the store manager of the shop in Letchworth, a few miles away to the north.

My mum and dad were always very excited when they changed cars but they could never afford to buy a new car. I think they had a blue Austin Allegro and my dad’s favourite was a VW Scirocco. It had plenty of rust, but he covered it up. Dad always tinkered with his cars, sanded them down and sprayed them so they looked good. But there was always rust underneath.

At quite a young age, I decided that, if we didn’t have any money, I’d go out and earn some. My brother and my friend, Paul Clarke, had got jobs working on stalls at Stevenage open-air market in town and one day Paul told me that the guy who ran the stall next door, Alan, needed someone to help him out. It was a clothes stall. Menswear. It measured thirty-six feet by twelve feet. I signed up. The pay was fifteen pounds for a Saturday shift.

People talk a lot about how I didn’t exactly follow a conventional path towards becoming a professional golfer and I suppose you could count this among the kind of things they mean. Putting up a stall before dawn. Packing it away after dusk. Selling shell-suits and T-shirts. But actually, it helps to explain what drove me on.

I was only eleven. I wanted to go to work early because I didn’t want to ask Mum and Dad for anything because I knew they weren’t in a position to give anything to me. I was always getting my brother’s hand-me-downs and I didn’t like it. I wanted nice stuff. That’s ingrained in me. It made me work harder and want better things. It meant so much to be able to go out there and fend for myself.

I was a shit-hot salesman, too. I loved it. I loved everything about working on the market stall: setting up at five in the morning every Saturday, getting all the metal bars laid out and putting it all together. I think of everything in my life as a game, as something competitive, so I kept asking myself how I could set that stall up more quickly or more efficiently. I did it in twenty-two minutes once, so that was always my target. Then, at the end of the day, it was all about how quickly I could pack the stall away into the back of Alan’s van.

I did all the merchandising. If Alan had new product in, he wanted me to display it in a certain way. If he had a new style of shirt or tracksuit, we hung it in a certain way, colour-coded everything. There were probably twelve different colours in every size of piqué T-shirt, so I had to get out all the shirts in the right size order, then hang them and put them on a rail in size order. The hangers had to be round the same way.

It was very regimented so it was easier for us to sell, rather than searching through stuff. Alan went on holiday once when I was thirteen and left me in charge. He gave my dad the van, but I set the stall up and I was the boss. I had the money bag and ran the stall. My dad helped out. I loved it.

I wasn’t a fruit salesman, so I wasn’t out there screaming, ‘Five bananas for a nicker!’ but that was happening all around me. I understood that if the stall looked nice, it would pull people in to buy the merchandise. If it looked drab, it wouldn’t. There was competition between stalls about whose displays were the best because we all knew that would affect sales. Who has got the posh stand? Who has got the posh red-and-white canopy that goes over the stand?

All that order, all that organisation – it suited me down to the ground. It’s in me. I love organising things. Can’t have it any other way. I’ve got Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. I’m a classic case. I’ve got a big closet at my house in Orlando; when you walk in, it has to be relaxing on the brain. Colour-coded. Everything colour-coded. The tie drawers are all dead neat, hangers the right way round. There’s no stress on the mind.

It’s the same when you walk into a pound store or Louis Vuitton. You walk into a pound store, it’s chaotic, it’s stressful, you sense panic in there. You walk into a Louis Vuitton store, it’s relaxing on the brain, it’s attractive to the eye, it makes you want to spend money. That’s the power of branding. When you walk down the aisle at a supermarket, Kelloggs’ products are at eye level. They pay more money to be at eye level. That’s where people will see them.

So I started earning money. And I saved every penny. With the first eighty pounds, I bought a purple Raleigh bike – the first bike I’d ever owned. I was proud to spend every penny I’d saved on a brand new bike. With the second eighty pounds, I bought a lovely pair of brand new orange, red and white Nike trainers. I’ve had a shoe fetish ever since. I was so proud I could walk into a shop and pay eighty pounds of my own money for a pair of trainers. They were the best trainers anyone could buy. Hardly anyone else had them.

I wore those new trainers to school. Some dickhead who was jealous decided to stamp on them and make them filthy dirty and I was so angry. He didn’t know. He didn’t know I had earned the money myself to buy those shoes. Maybe it wouldn’t have made any difference to him if he had known. If I had been big enough, I would have slapped him black and blue.

All of that stuff meant so much to me. Mum and Dad couldn’t have afforded to buy those trainers for me. That made the reward of buying them even better. I feel exactly the same today. I have earned the right to build a beautiful house for the whole family to enjoy. I get the same kick out of buying something I can afford, be it a Ferrari or a holiday home. The feeling is identical. I have earned the right.

I was precocious in strange ways as a kid. Every Sunday morning, when I was eight or nine, I got up and cooked Mum and Dad breakfast and nipped up the shops to get the newspapers for them. When I say breakfast, I mean the works: beans on toast with egg for my mum and a full fry-up for my dad. I loved cooking. I loved being in charge in the kitchen. Still do.

And then there was Danny. I always looked up to my brother. Danny was close enough to me in age that life was a competition.

Danny can ride a bike, so I need to ride a bike.

Danny can kick a football, so I need to kick a football.

Danny can climb a fence. I need to climb that fence.

So I could ride Danny’s old bike without stabilisers when I was twenty months old. I had to do it because I could see him doing it. He was everything that I wanted to be. And that attitude filtered into sport.

I wasn’t one of the cool kids at school. I went to the Barclay School in the Old Town area of Stevenage and I wasn’t one of the kids sneaking off round the back of the bike sheds for a smoke. In some ways, I was a bit of a loner. All I was interested in was sport. If I had any spare time at all between lessons, I headed for the school field, playing football or hitting golf balls.

My school reports are shocking, in some respects, in that I really didn’t concentrate on anything other than my sport. I wasn’t really any good at anything at school. I struggled in English because I never spent any time reading books. My English teacher, Mr Wallace, who was one of the teachers I respected, tried to get me to read magazines, just so I’d be reading something.

I started reading some poetry books. I didn’t mind reading poems. The reason I can’t read books is I can’t store the information. I can’t remember what I’ve read five pages ago because my brain’s so all over the place with other stuff. I’m looking at a book and my mind’s dancing about somewhere else.

Art was the only thing I was good at, at school. I paid attention in art and graphic design, and maybe English because I liked Mr Wallace. And of course, I liked my PE teachers, Mr Green and Mr Smith. And there was a great PE teacher called Merv Smith, who had a big influence on me as well.

The only academic subject I wasn’t too bad at was maths. I found that a challenge. I would compete with myself to try to do the sum as quickly as I possibly could. I found it fun to try to work out the equation. History? Boring. Science? Boring. Burning stuff in test tubes didn’t float my boat. Anything where I could be competitive, that switched my brain on.

Socialising didn’t bother me, either. I just wanted to compete.

I played for all the athletics teams, I was county pole-vaulting champion, and I played basketball for the school. I was on the cricket team. I wasn’t overly popular with the girls because I couldn’t give a monkey’s about girls back then. There was one other kid like me, Jamie Robertson, and in the last couple of years at senior school, I spent a bit of time with him.

He was a member of Knebworth Golf Club, but I couldn’t afford to go and play there. We sat next to each other in the classroom, designing golf courses in our science lessons and then comparing notes at the end. We designed par threes and par fives with water hazards. I thought that was fun stuff.

John Sanders was my best mate at school in the last few years I was there. He was the rich kid in the class. His dad ran a trading floor at Barclays de Zoete Wedd in the City, and one year we both did our work experience there. It was great fun.

I was interested in golf because my dad played it now and again, but I wanted to be a footballer. And the Barclay School was a football school. It had a reputation for having the best team in the area and there was real kudos attached to being in the team. They read the results of the weekend matches out in Monday morning assembly and if you had scored a goal or played particularly well, you got a round of applause.

Being an Arsenal fan, I guess Ian Wright was my hero and, later, Dennis Bergkamp, but I didn’t get to watch them that much, even on television. It wasn’t like now, with Sky, where you can watch pretty much every single game. I see more games now, sitting in my cinema room several thousand miles away in Florida, than I did when I lived an hour’s drive away from Highbury.

My dad wasn’t pushy. But he was good at football and golf, and my whole upbringing was all about competing. All I knew was playing football and golf with my older brother.

My dad was vocal on the football sidelines. He had been a decent player himself, in his youth. He had had trials for Brentford, but the school hadn’t let him take it any further. Maybe he hoped I’d go a step further. He wanted me to perform all the time. He wanted me scoring goals, taking free kicks and getting stuck in. Getting stuck in was important. So I got stuck in.

Mr Wallace’s son, Sam, is the chief football writer for the Independent now. He was already writing match reports when we were kids. He was in the same year as me and he usually played right back when I was at right midfield.

He told a friend of mine recently that one of his memories of those games is trying to grab hold of me to drag me away from confrontations with other players. I wasn’t averse to the odd altercation with the referee, either, which was very much frowned upon by the school. I did not have a great deal of respect for authority.

I got a mention in one of Sam’s match reports (which they still have pinned up on a wall at school) because my tackling was so aggressive. I was a tall kid back then. I didn’t take any prisoners. I think a few parents of opposing players were not overly happy with some of the challenges I used to make.

My dad wouldn’t be too amused if I was substituted. Not too pleased with the manager. I wouldn’t say he was forceful, but he instilled this winning mentality in me. My dad is not a very good loser. I have seen him walk off golf courses numerous times when he has been having a bad day. He didn’t like having bad days.

My dad worked hard all week and he enjoyed his weekends a lot. When he played football, he loved to play well and if it didn’t happen, it really pissed him off. So when I played, I wanted to perform for him because I knew it would make him proud. I could see his mood change if I had a good game or a bad game. I could see that frustration in him, which I can relate to.

My dad’s the type of guy who will turn around and say, ‘Arsenal are going to win five-nil today.’ He will still send me a text message saying, ‘Go and shoot 59 today.’ It is unrealistic in some ways, but it is nice. There’s always a chance of something special happening, in my dad’s mind.

He has always had that mentality. He hasn’t deviated from that. When I was a kid, it was, ‘Go and score five goals today.’ His mindset is that anything is possible. He never said, ‘Let’s win one-nil and then shut up shop.’ Parts of my career have actually fulfilled some of those extreme ambitions. Other parts haven’t.

As well as playing for the school, I turned out for a club called Fairlands Youth in Stevenage, which was one of the best in the area. I trained on Wednesday nights and played for them on Sundays. My dad came with me. He used to roll the sides of my shorts up before I went out on to the pitch, as for some reason I didn’t like long shorts. I loved football.

I was a decent player. I played right midfield for the school, but I played centre back at Fairlands. I took the corners. I took the free kicks. And no one got past me at the back. I’d clout people all over the place. I was desperate to make it as a footballer and I thought my big break had come when I was invited for a trial, by Spurs.

I had been getting a bit of attention from scouts from a few clubs and this was a big deal for me. I was thirteen or fourteen and this was my opportunity. I travelled down with a mate who had also been invited and got ready to give it my best shot.

But it didn’t happen for me. I felt like I was never given a proper chance. There were too many kids and I barely touched the ball. I didn’t get the opportunity to show what I was capable of. Maybe that’s just the way it has to be with so many boys competing for places, but it was ruthless. It all happened so quickly, I wasn’t given any real time and, before I knew it, somebody was taking me to one side.

‘Unfortunately, you haven’t been selected to go forward,’ he said. That was it.

It was demoralising. Sport was what I was all about and I found the rejection hard to take. The lad I had travelled down with had got through to the next stage, which made it worse. One kid is going home with a bag of sweets and the other kid has got none. I felt incredibly dejected.

It was a turning point for me. After Spurs rejected me, it took all of two hours for me to process that in my brain and move all my commitment to golf. The disappointment, the rejection, the emotion of someone telling me I wasn’t good enough, without even giving me a chance to prove myself, flicked a switch. I made a crossover by saying, ‘Okay, fuck you, I’ll do it myself. I’m going to play golf because then I’ll be in control.’

With golf, I knew I would be my own master. I knew I would not be putting myself in a position where somebody was going to tell me whether I was good enough or not. Nobody would be able to judge me. My scores would be the only judge.

I knew that, if I worked hard, I would be good enough to go and do great things in golf. I turned one switch off and flicked another one on. So I stopped playing football, stopped playing for Fairlands, stopped playing for the school team, stopped working on the market stall and poured everything I had into golf.




Chapter 3
Mars Bars and Pringle Sweaters

Football was my first love but I wasn’t a stranger to golf during my childhood. When the football season was over and Dad didn’t have a game at the weekend, occasionally he and my uncle Phil played a round at Stevenage Golf Club and my brother and I used to walk around with them.

It was a very busy municipal course so they had to be pretty dedicated in order to get a tee-off time. Usually, one of the four ball would sleep in his car in the golf club car park on the Friday night so he could be right there when the pro shop opened at 6 a.m. to book their tee time. They took it in turns for the sleeping-in-the-car shift and did it for a number of years.

I was bugging my dad to let me play all the time. My dad was a decent golfer. He had a single digit handicap and he let me mess about with an old three-wood he had customised for me. It was a laminated, black head, red insert three-wood, which he took the soleplate off. Then he dug out the lead weight in the bottom of the club so that it was really light. He wrapped some tape around the shaft of the club where he had cut it down, and that was my club.

So, one Saturday when I was six or seven, I bugged him all the way round the golf course to let me have a shot. By the time we got to the back nine, I’d finally worn him down. We were on the first par-three on the back nine, which was about 125 yards downhill to the pin. So I pegged the ball up off the men’s tee and Dad and his mates stood back and let me hit it.

There were four guys on the green, but no one thought I’d get it anywhere near them. I don’t think Dad thought I’d get it off the tee. But I absolutely flushed this ball. Someone said, ‘Holy shit, he’s nailed it!’ and there were a few shouts of ‘Fore!’ The ball landed on the green, right in the middle of this group of four blokes.

Maybe my dad was impressed, but he was embarrassed, too. The guys on the green were startled. My dad sent me down there to apologise to all of them. I walked towards them, crying my eyes out. It was humiliating for me back then. My first shot on a golf course and I had nearly killed one of four grown men. Still, Dad encouraged me to play after that.

I started going out, hitting balls on the football field near my junior school at Wellfield Wood. And my brother and I went down there for an hour or two at weekends. We took ten golf balls. I stood in one penalty area and my brother stood in the other and we tried to get the ball through the other’s goal. He’d hit it at me and I’d hit it at him.

One Christmas, when I was thirteen, we got a full set of Wilson Patty Berg irons which my Dad had bought second-hand. My brother got the odd numbers and I got the even. He got three, five, seven, nine, sand iron and I got four, six, eight, wedge. I wanted what he had because he got the extra club in the bag. But it didn’t matter because that present is still shaping some of my habits now. When I warm up before a day’s play, I only practise three, five, seven, nine, sand iron – the clubs I didn’t have as a kid.

Once we got those clubs, we were off down the park for hours, hitting balls. Those football pitches at Wellfield Wood aren’t there anymore. They’ve built a housing estate on them.

So, when I was rejected by Spurs, I turned straight to golf and decided to pour all my energies and all my commitment into that. I gave up my job on the market stall and started to spend as much time as I could up at a new golf course that had been opened on the outskirts of Stevenage. It was called Jack O’Legs, after the legend of a giant who was supposed to have lived in Hertfordshire in medieval times.

I really wasn’t a decent schoolboy golfer at all, but my brother was better than me and he had got a part-time job up there. Nick Faldo opened the Jack O’Legs golf centre in 1991 and that was one of the seminal events of my life. I was fifteen years old and Faldo pulled up in this big car and started hitting balls down the range. It was unbelievably impressive.

He was the world number one at the time and he crushed ball after ball down the range. The crowd was massed on both sides so that he really only had a narrow tunnel to hit down. As I marvelled at his skill, part of me was thinking that, if he shanked one, he might kill somebody.

This is my game and this is what I want to do, I thought as I stood watching him, transfixed.

Faldo signed a golf ball for me that day, which I still have. It is sitting in my trophy cabinet at home in Lake Nona. Not everybody liked him back then. Not everybody likes him now. He was dedicated, driven and he would do anything he could to win, and that’s what I admired about him.

I was desperate to get a job up at Jack O’Legs like my brother. Danny was seventeen by now and he wanted to become a professional golfer. He was trying to get his handicap down low enough that he could become an assistant pro. He led the way for both of us.

I never had any golf lessons. We didn’t have the money for me to join a club of any sort, so I never got involved in amateur golf. I don’t have any amateur record. I came up a very different way to people like Justin Rose and Luke Donald.

I couldn’t even tell you the name of any big amateur tournaments in the UK. They just weren’t on my radar because there was never any possibility of me playing in them. That’s not a sob story, by the way. I didn’t feel sorry for myself about it. It’s just the way it was.

Jack O’Legs was up towards Hitchin, about ten minutes’ drive from my house, and when I was fifteen, I got a part-time job up there, working in the golf shop. I spent all my time there. All my time. I tried to work the hours which enabled me to get access to the course so I could play and hit balls on the driving range in my free time. Money was very tight, but balls on the range were free because I worked there.

I hit balls there for hours and hours and hours. I left school that summer, just before I was sixteen, before I took my GCSEs, although I still went back to sit the exams. I had lined myself up a position to work at the golf shop full time once I left school, so I didn’t do any revision for my exams. I didn’t even go down to pick up my results. I had no interest. I didn’t care whether I passed or failed.

My mum picked up the results, but I was never going back. I didn’t enjoy those last years at school because I didn’t feel they were any use to me at all. I just wanted to play sport, so why should I be concerned about history or geography?

Even before I left school, I was throwing everything into golf. My mum would drop me off in the morning near school and, now and again, I would wait for her to drive off and then nip down the cut-through and hop on the bus to go up to the golf club. I was caught out at least once. One day, I went into school and handed in my absence note, which I had forged in what I thought looked like Mum’s handwriting. Mr Parry, my head of year, read the note then stared at me.

‘You looked okay yesterday when you were walking up to Jack O’Legs with your golf clubs on your back,’ he said.

My mum was working in Letchworth by then and the golf course was on her way to work, so she dropped me off at 8 a.m. and I hit balls for an hour before I started my shift in the club shop. I was paid £3.20 an hour and I usually worked about a fifty-hour week.

Reporters always write that I was selling Mars Bars and tee pegs. Well, that’s true, but I was doing other stuff, too.

That pro shop held £200,000 of stock. It was an enormous shop. We used to have all the major brands, all the major clothing companies, on display there. People would come in from a long way away to buy the new stock. Every new season we would have the best, including cashmere Pringle sweaters, and it was always the same customers who bought those jumpers.

So, as I say, it wasn’t just selling Mars Bars. It was moving the stock, Hoovering, dusting, selling, doing club repairs, cutting off grips, re-gripping – everything a big shop would require. The Mars-Bar-and-tee-peg seller – that’s your private golf club. It’s a tiny little pro shop at an old quirky golf course, which has £10,000 of stock which it doesn’t rotate that often. So all you are really doing is taking a green fee and selling a Mars Bar and a packet of tees to a member who doesn’t buy much stock.

At places like that, it’s only when a member brings a guest to go and play golf that you’ve got a chance of selling a shirt with a logo on it. Some of these members at these old private clubs have had the same set of clubs and the same shoes for forty years. When it comes to the pro shop, they tend not to be big spenders.

What I was doing was hard graft. I didn’t waste a minute of the day. The boss walked round all the time, making sure he’d piss you off somehow. I was always on my toes, dusting off the clubs. It was a nine-to-five job and I was a hard worker. I was always merchandising the shop. I didn’t just stay behind the counter. I wanted to get stuck in. I wanted to pull the displays apart. I wanted to make sure the shop was looking really good. I was always one of the top salesmen. We got paid a tiny bonus if we reached targets, and I was good at hitting mine.

Jack O’Legs went bust in the mid-nineties and a new group bought it and renamed it Chesfield Downs. It sounded much more Home Counties. The new owners hired this guy, Paul McCullough, to run the show and I don’t think he liked me. I certainly didn’t like him. I guess that made it a personality clash.

I always wanted to better myself. I wanted to become an assistant pro. I knew that if I could get my handicap down to four, I’d be able to turn pro. I was totally self-taught. I read magazines and books and looked at the pictures of golf swings in coaching manuals. I bought a golf magazine that came out every week and I referred to that as
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