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Foreword

We all agree that the game of golf has a rich and storied past, but few championships can claim a place in history so special as The Open. And now it is turning 150 years young!

I have said many times that The Open might be the most enjoyable Major Championship I played over my career. It was so uniquely special and different than any championship we played in the United States. There is and was the rota of seaside links layouts that offer subtle nuances. The weather was always a factor and became its own inherent challenge in The Open. Then there are the fans. They all have a knowledge, respect and deep-rooted love for the game. Playing in front of them was an honour.

When I first hoisted the famed Claret Jug at Muirfield in 1966, the emotions that overwhelmed me were real and perhaps said everything about how special this Championship is to me. To be named the Champion Golfer of the Year provides a memory I will cherish for the rest of my life.

I am incredibly proud to have been part of this great Championship’s long history and honoured to have my name engraved alongside so many other Champions on the Claret Jug.

The 150th Open is truly a milestone worth celebrating and gives all of us who love this great game an opportunity to reflect on the drama, emotion and elation that are part of the magic and mystique of golf’s original Championship.

Here’s to 150 years of The Open and to the next 150!

JACK NICKLAUS
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Introduction

Four decades ago I set out on what was the biggest adventure of my life so far: leaving the English Midlands, along with two friends, to travel nearly 400 miles north to Scotland. Keen but not elite golfers, like thousands before us, it was time to fulfil our ambition to go to The Open, excitedly anticipating the great golfers we would witness contesting the biggest and oldest championship in the game.

Prior to this journey, we had followed the event from afar, and read of its humble origins, of Old and Young Tom Morris, Harry Vardon, Henry Cotton, Peter Thomson, Gary Player and Arnold Palmer. We had seen on television Jack Nicklaus toss his putter skywards in celebration, witnessed Tom Watson win an 18-hole play-off on his Open debut, delighted in the swashbuckling matador Severiano Ballesteros bursting onto the scene, and longed for a British successor to Tony Jacklin. And now it was time to see, hear, feel, smell and taste The Open for ourselves.

So, in July 1982, we drove to the outskirts of Glasgow, where we stayed with a relative of mine in her flat on the 11th floor of a council tower block. We rose early each morning to drive the 40 or so miles to the Championship at Royal Troon. We parked in a campsite at the southern end of the course, close to Prestwick, where the first dozen Opens were played. Ours was the 111th edition and we loved it.

[image: Photograph described in caption]
Royal Troon’s par-5 sixth hole, the scene of great drama at the 1982 Open.
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Royal Troon’s famous ‘Postage Stamp’ eighth, the shortest hole on The Open rota.


Watching previous Opens on television, the courses carried a mystical feel. Whether it was the history associated with St Andrews, the frightful difficulty of Carnoustie or the raw beauty of Turnberry, these layouts seemed larger than life. After all, they filled the entire screen with their character and challenges. The players were also brought to life; the charisma of Palmer and Ballesteros, the pure competitiveness and grace of Nicklaus and the heartache of Ben Crenshaw (a serial near-misser and personal favourite). Appropriately chosen words from the most erudite of commentators always seemed to create a narrative that fuelled the Championship’s legendary status.

Walking through the gates for the first time, there must have been potential for a sense of anti-climax, but there was none. The size and grandeur of the links were immediately striking, the challenge of the fiercely revetted bunker faces, the undulations of the dunes, the firmness of the fairways, the length of the rough, the freshness of the breeze all assaulted our senses.

Our first task was to seek the famous eighth hole, the tiny ‘Postage Stamp’ – a mere 126 yards in length but with card-wrecking trouble all around it. We had seen on television the great Gene Sarazen hole in one there in 1973, the last time Royal Troon had hosted The Open. ‘And what do you think about that one?’ was all veteran commentator Henry Longhurst needed to say. We knew what we thought – it was one of those glorious Open moments. Later in life, I described to BBC Radio listeners how Ernie Els did the very same thing. That little hole has always been an iconic setting for classic moments.

There were thousands of people gathered around the eighth when we arrived. We craned our necks and saw a couple of groups come through. One tee shot landed close by with shouts of ‘fore’ and we ducked to avoid being clattered. This was the first of a lifetime of reminders that when you go to The Open you do not just share the theatre with the world’s best players, you are actually on stage with them.

Next it was time to track down the names we had come to see; near the top of the list was Watson, who had won the US Open just the month before, chipping in at the 71st hole at Pebble Beach. Of course, the list also included Nicklaus, the man Watson beat in California and with whom he had so thrillingly shared in the famous ‘Duel in the Sun’ at Turnberry five years earlier. Nicklaus was the greatest living golfer and arguably the biggest sports star on the planet. It was the perfect Open to see many of golf’s greats; Palmer, Player, Lee Trevino and Johnny Miller were all there, as were the irrepressible Ballesteros and defending Champion Bill Rogers.

We watched Britain’s biggest name, Tony Jacklin – so thrillingly the Champion in 1969 – but there was little magic as he laboured to a disappointing first-round 77. Indeed of all those players we were determined to see on the first day, only Watson broke 70. His 69 left him two shots off the lead, held by a 22-year-old Bobby Clampett. Even though he had been beaten by only Watson and Nicklaus at the preceding Major, that US Open at Pebble Beach, the blond-haired American was not a player we had mentioned on our long journey northwards.

We joined in the applause as we sat in the grandstand at the 18th to see him complete the lowest round of the opening day. We did the same on the Friday, as he dispatched a beautiful 6-iron to six feet and knocked in the birdie putt in Champion style. He was round in a course-record 66 to lead by five. The Open seemed done and dusted as we departed.

[image: Photograph described in caption]
Seve Ballesteros and brother Baldomero watching Lee Trevino, the Champion in 1971 and 1972.


The following morning we read newspapers adorned with Clampett’s photogenic smile. ‘I’m not really concerned with the lead, I’m just concerned with continuing to play the same kind of golf,’ reporters quoted the halfway leader. ‘It is a mental challenge to see if I can continue to play the same shots. I am aiming to shoot the lowest score I can, and if someone can beat that, then that is great for them, but I’m playing really well.’

It felt as though this Open would not be one of those where an established great lifts the Claret Jug. We were going to see an American upstart, with a mechanical swing that showed no sign of breaking down, win the greatest golf championship in the world.

The Saturday morning was spent following Nicklaus, who had characteristically battled back from an opening 77 with a two-under-par 70 to make the cut. It was a tough day, the wind was blowing and the great man was battling as he put together a level-par 72.

We took up position behind the green on the par-5 sixth to watch the last groups come through. When the final pair arrived, Clampett seemed to have one hand on the trophy even though it was only Saturday afternoon. His position was even stronger, despite the hostile weather. The young American had picked up two more early birdies. Leaderboards showed him at 12 under par, seven shots clear of the field. Seven shots! We were being denied the close contest we so desperately wanted to see. By way of compensation we seemed to be in the presence of a commanding performance. A star was being born before our very eyes. We decided there and then, we would follow Clampett’s every footstep for the rest of the Championship.

[image: Photograph described in caption]
All eyes on Shane Lowry as he putts at Royal Portrush in 2019.




Peering through binoculars down that long sixth hole, we saw him disappear into a fairway bunker. A setback, but it was a par 5. Get back into position, take your medicine and move on with a safe par, and no damage is done. That has been the mantra of pretty much every Open Champion at some stage during their journey to triumph. There are no shortcuts to victory. Limit the damage, move on.

Except it did not work out that way for our leader. It took him three attempts to escape the hazard. He ran up a triple-bogey-8, and before our eyes his previously imperious, impregnable game fell apart. He never recovered. We followed the drama. Uncertainty replaced confidence as the fairways, the greens and the holes themselves seemed to shrink to his eye. What had been such an easy game was now unimaginably tricky. After rounds of 67 and 66, Clampett carded a 78. Yes, he still led – by a single shot – but this Open, which had seemed so closed, was now a yawning chasm from where one of any number of players would emerge triumphant.

The final day dawned and we drew up our plans. Clampett was to be abandoned and we watched a few of the early starters come through the ‘Postage Stamp’. Then it was back to the 18th and the vast green-seated grandstand down the left side of the hole. The first fairway was to our back, the shoreline beyond that and the Firth of Clyde glistened in fleeting sunshine across to the glorious Isle of Arran. There are few views more grand but the one in front of us was even better with vast, packed stands surrounding the hole and the famous stone clubhouse sitting at the back of the green. It was a classic Open scene, one replicated on the United Kingdom’s best links year after year for decade after decade. And who knew what dramas would play out over the coming hours?

Plenty occurred all over the course. But the fact is we saw very little of the excitement. Instead we felt it, every step of the way. The giant yellow scoreboard sat atop the huge grandstand opposite. We did not have radios, mobile phones had not been thought of back in 1982 and there was not a television or big screen in sight. All we had was that big yellow scoreboard. And a procession of the greats coming down the closing hole. We stood and cheered as Crenshaw completed a 70 to finish 15th. Nicklaus raised the proverbial roof with his 69 to finish 10th, that opening 77 a distant memory. A young English lad by the name of Nick Faldo fired a 69 to come fourth. We could sense he’d be one to watch in the future! Faldo tied with Des Smyth and Masahiro Kuramoto, of Japan. Sandy Lyle was a shot further back in eighth place. That afternoon I watched Smyth, Lyle, Sam Torrance, Ken Brown and Bernard Gallacher come down that 18th hole. I cheered them all, oblivious to a future in which I would eventually work alongside them at golf events.

But that day, Sunday 18 July 1982, was all about celebrating the drama of The Open, and seeing very little of it. Our big yellow scoreboard showed Clampett continuing his retreat. ‘He’s done,’ we nodded sagely, as his name tumbled from the top of the list for the first time since it had been hoisted there the previous Thursday. Up popped Nick Price, the moustachioed Zimbabwean, who earlier in the week said: ‘I wouldn’t want to be in Clampett’s place with that lead; I couldn’t handle it. I just want to finish in the top 10.’

Price was playing his fifth Open. He had never finished in the top 20 and we knew next to nothing about him. Watson was on the fringes too. The scoreboard showed him eagle the par-5 11th. Nowadays The Open’s Wi-Fi and app would provide those in the grandstands with instant footage of his perfect drive and brilliant 3-iron to three feet. But despite our ignorance we were still enthralled, whispers rattling around the grandstand as to how the three-time Champion had leapt into contention. Then came a collective sigh; a Watson bogey at 15 and Price was back in the clear. Price was going to win The Open!

[image: Photograph described in caption]
American Bobby Clampett, who dominated the first two days of the 1982 Open at Royal Troon.


This is a Championship that invariably identifies the greatest players but also has scope for upset. After all, Tom Morris was a huge favourite to win the first Open yet it was the dogged Musselburgh underdog Willie Park who took the honours.

Price led by three shots heading to the 13th, where a poor tee shot cost him a bogey. Up ahead Englishman Peter Oosterhuis was completing a 70 to set the target at three under par. We never thought that would be good enough and at no point entertained hope of a home winner. This was Price’s to lose. The scoreboard showed him at six-under as Watson was finishing his round. Three rather prosaic pars followed his bogey at the 15th. The US Open winner set a new target at four-under. ‘When I came off 18, I thought I’d lost,’ he later admitted.

Suddenly they were again changing the number next to Price’s name at the top of the leaderboard. The red ‘6’ became a ‘4’. Collective gasps of shock rippled through the grandstands. Someone with a radio earpiece sitting two rows back told us the leader had been all over the place on the 15th. It cost him a double-bogey. Suddenly Watson, in the clubhouse, was in a share of the lead. Furthermore, Price still had to play the treacherous par-3 17th, and we had seen many a bogey posted from that hole during that afternoon. Sure enough the Zimbabwean was faced with a five-footer to save par, as the man with the earpiece’s whispers were relayed around the stands. Sure enough he missed it.

[image: Photograph described in caption]
An honorary Scot, Tom Watson celebrates his 1982 triumph, a fourth Open win in golf’s founding country.


And so Nick Price came to the 18th needing a birdie to force a play-off with the great Tom Watson. We all knew, experts that we now were, who would win that – should it come to pass.

At long last we could see the action as well as feel it. We held our breath as Price, with his brisk, rhythmic swing muscled an approach onto the back of the green. He had just over 20 feet for the birdie. Again absolute silence. The kind of silence you can actually hear. One man, with a stick in his hand, a ball on the ground and a hole to be found. It is so simple, yet so important. This is what The Open is all about. This is why we scrimped and saved to be able to afford the fuel to drive 400 miles in a cramped little car. We were there to watch history, to see which name would be engraved on one of sport’s most precious trophies. Price tapped the ball forward. ‘Looks good,’ someone muttered. ‘Nah, it’s short,’ swiftly followed a knowledgeable sounding Scottish burr. He was correct. The ball cosied up to the hole. It failed to disappear. The 111th Open finished with a frustrated groan and then respectful, sympathetic applause for the man who joined Oosterhuis in a share of second place.

And then came the presentation. Then came the throaty roars. Clad in his pale-blue sweater, Tom Watson was Champion for the fourth time, all of those wins coming in Scotland – Carnoustie, Turnberry, Muirfield and now Royal Troon. He held aloft the trophy but those moments are better remembered for him lifting and displaying a scarf proclaiming ‘Scotland the Brave’.

The esteemed American golf writer Dan Jenkins later summed up Watson’s triumph by saying in Sports Illustrated: ‘His wasn’t so much a charge to victory as it was a business-like journey designed to avoid all possible calamities while waiting for others, like your Nicky Prices, to suffer them.’

Yes, this was an Open lost more than won. Lost by Price on the closing holes of the final day, lost by Clampett over a weekend when he recorded scores of 78 and 77. Having led so handsomely, the 22-year-old shared 10th place with Nicklaus, who had started so dreadfully. There were so many stories from that Open, as there are at every one of these Championships. The overriding one in 1982 was that neither Price (his time would come) nor the young American halfway leader (his did not) were ready to become ‘Champion Golfer of the Year’.

It is that quest which fascinates golf fans all over the world. It is a colossal journey to the very top of the game, one that has been embarked upon ever since golf’s first undisputed Champion, a Scotsman named Allan Robertson, suffered his untimely death 10 days shy of his 45th birthday in 1859. From that moment the question has been, who will be the next Champion Golfer? This is why The Open was established the following year, when Willie Park upset the odds to become the first Champion and won the Challenge Belt.

From those humble beginnings in Prestwick, The Open has grown into one of the world’s biggest and most historic sporting events. I detail here my experiences from the first occasion I was truly able to feel the magic of The Open. In truth, I could have picked any one of the 149 editions that have now been played. Each one has been special, very special. No one could have told me back then that I would become the BBC’s golf correspondent and that my career would take me to so many Open Championships; that I would commentate on Nicklaus birdieing the last at St Andrews in his final appearance in 2005 and that four years later I would be looking for words to describe Watson winning The Open for a sixth time at the age of 59. As it turned out, I did not need them because Watson bogeyed the last with the Championship at his mercy. That was another Open that was lost rather than won, but however they are settled a worthy winner emerges and the sport has its Champion Golfer of the year.

Now is a time to celebrate a golf event – and the people at its heart, players and fans alike – that has more than stood the test of time. It has grown exponentially through so many years. The first three Opens had no prize money, just the Challenge Belt, a trophy that was the forerunner to the Claret Jug. In 1863 the minor places split £10. A year later Old Tom Morris won £6 for his triumph, the first time a Champion received financial reward for winning what became recognised as golf’s first Major. In 1982 we saw Tom Watson take home £32,000. Nowadays, the prize fund is paid in American dollars, with the winner claiming in the region of $2 million.

The financial side illustrates the growth, as do attendance figures. I was among 133,299 people who attended The Open in 1982. The last time it was staged at Troon when Henrik Stenson won an epic duel with Phil Mickelson in 2016 there were crowds of 173,134 for the week. Record attendances of 239,000 saw Tiger Woods win his first Open at St Andrews in 2000 and the first all-ticket attendance watched Shane Lowry’s epic success of 2019 when the Championship returned to Royal Portrush for the first time in 68 years. It is all a far cry from the days when the pros teed off at the inconvenience of the Prestwick members to contest the earliest Opens.

But some things have stayed the same throughout. Winning The Open comes down to an internal battle of strength, heart and mind. It has to be won by someone who wants to become a true golfing champion. For most of us, there is only the opportunity to witness others fighting out such battles and it is always utterly compelling to watch. I’ve known this ever since Royal Troon in 1982. I am convinced there is no other event that has offered such qualities so evocatively for so long.

[image: Photograph described in caption]
Rarely was there a spare seat in the Troon grandstands of 1982.


Now we move towards St Andrews in 2022 and the 150th playing of The Open, staged at the historic ‘Home of Golf’. There is much to celebrate and recall: triumph, despair, character and beauty. This is what this book aims to do.








[image: Chapter: Origins: The ‘Home of Golf’]





ORIGINS: THE ‘HOME OF GOLF’

Who is the best golfer never to have won a Major?

In clubhouses and bars all over the world, this is a ceaselessly debated topic and it is important because Majors define playing careers. It is also a pertinent question when we consider the origins of The Open, the oldest and most prestigious of these competitions. In the modern era, the Championship sits alongside the US Open, Augusta National’s Masters and the PGA Championship in America as one of the four pillars of the men’s game.

[image: Photograph described in caption]
The Father of The Open, James Ogilvy Fairlie.




The First ‘Great’

It is said that to be considered a truly great golfer, a player must win at least one of these elite competitions. Hence fevered debate over the merits of former world number ones such as Lee Westwood and Luke Donald who scaled the heights of world rankings without landing any of golf’s most coveted prizes. Scotland’s Colin Montgomerie was another to figure prominently in such conversations given his relentless domination of the European game in the 1990s, stellar Ryder Cup record but failure to land a Major title.

Go back to the nineteenth century, though, and consider another Major-less Scotsman, whose golfing prowess actually cuts this popular debate stone dead.

The only reason Allan Robertson did not win one of the biggest titles was because they did not exist when he was alive. But he carried enormous influence and the standard of his excellent play undoubtedly made him the most dominant golfer. The quality of his pioneering game prompted the creation of The Open, a tournament that was quickly regarded as golf’s first and greatest Major Championship. Although he never lived to see it, he was the player who started it all.

Robertson was largely unbeatable because he was a brilliant player and he was astute enough to choose his opponents carefully. Born in 1815, he became the finest player of his day. Golf was his life as he followed the family trade of producing ‘feathery’ golf balls. He also controlled the course at St Andrews, the Fife town where he lived and worked and which has long been known as the ‘Home of Golf’.

In the mid-1800s he occupied a house close to the course on the corner where today Golf Place meets Links Road. ‘There is a myth about him never losing a match but that’s not true,’ says the renowned St Andrews-based historian Roger McStravick. ‘But he was the best golfer and he was the Champion Golfer … He was canny in that he didn’t accept every challenge, he picked his opponents and it was a title he guarded jealously.’

This was at a time when the best golfers competed in grand money matches financed by merchants and gamblers. They were huge betting occasions and choosing your partner was a skill in itself. ‘There would be a bookie walking with the groups and people gambling after shots and sometimes they got too boisterous,’ McStravick adds. ‘I think it was their entertainment. They didn’t have a TV or radio so this was as exciting as could be. These were the origins of the professional game.’

[image: Photograph described in caption]
Golf’s first ‘great’, Allan Robertson.


[image: Photograph described in caption]
Allan Robertson swings under the watchful eye of his apprentice Tom Morris.


One of the biggest of the ‘grand matches’ was played in 1843 when Robertson took on Musselburgh’s Willie Dunne. It was an epic contest that spanned the Firth of Forth. The match was played over 20 rounds, a total of 360 holes. Robertson won it two rounds ahead with one left to play. Three years later they clashed for another epic duel and Allan emerged the victor once again. It was a match that generated huge interest in what was an increasingly golf- and gambling-obsessed corner of the east of Scotland.

In their book Tom Morris of St Andrews: The Colossus of Golf, authors David Malcolm and Peter E. Crabtree quote the Fifeshire Journal’s assessment of the winner of that 1846 match: ‘We have no hesitation in asserting what everyone conversant in this difficult game admits, that Allan has proved himself the best player extant, and we are glad to add that we understand that a number of gentlemen have made arrangements to present him with a handsome medal as champion, and well he deserves it, for he is the best golf player, but is quite a capital ball-maker, and with all a quiet, hard-boned, wiry little fellow, always as cool as a cucumber, and may be depended upon as doing his best at all times.’

Tournaments were organised in St Andrews and Robertson was sometimes barred from them because everyone knew he would win. He was a pioneer in using iron-faced clubs for lofted approach shots, which helped revolutionise the sport. Being the best golfer in Scotland, he was therefore the best player in the world.

Robertson was also part of a formidable alliance with Tom Morris, the son of a St Andrews weaver, who was developing into quite a player in his own right. The Fifeshire Journal reported that in October 1841 when he was a callow 20-year-old, Tom won the ‘put-ins’ or the ‘in-puts’, a competition where all the caddies (who were the better players) put into a kitty. Allan Robertson was excluded from the competition because of the inevitability that he would triumph. Tom emerged as the Champion, winning with a round of 92 strokes, which was the lowest score recorded at the time.

Robertson was a massive influence on Morris, who went on to become one of the most significant figures in the entire history of golf. ‘I think Tom’s time with Allan was priceless,’ says Roger McStravick. ‘It wasn’t just learning the tricks of match play; all the little canny things that Allan did to pretend that he had hit one club when he’d played another and pretended that he had hit it as hard as he could when he plainly hadn’t.’

They formed their impregnable partnership on the course and Tom joined Allan in the family golf ball manufacturing business. ‘Court records show Tom only worked for Allan for around ten years, when people think it was for much longer,’ McStravick adds.

It was skilled, painstaking work. The balls were made from three pieces of wet leather, stitched together and turned inside out, leaving a slit through which damp feathers were pushed. As they dried, the feathers expanded and the leather shrank, making a tight, firm ball. They were then painted white so that they could be found and to give them a layer of protection.

[image: Photograph described in caption]
Allan Robertson’s famous ‘feathery’.


Allan ran the family business from the age of 21 when his father, David, died in 1836. ‘The old ball makers were very specialised,’ says St Andrean author David Joy, who has written several books on golf’s very earliest days. ‘On a good day they could maybe make two balls. The ball cost about half a crown which was half a week’s wages.’ Such was Robertson’s standing that to identify his handiwork he would simply stamp the balls with the name ‘Allan’. There was little need to add his surname.

Their sphere of influence stretched beyond making golf balls and playing to the very highest standard. Between them, Robertson and Tom Morris laid the foundations for the modern game. Old Tom, as he became known, acquired not just the rudiments of making feathery balls but developed his golf, learned to tend and set up courses, and gained invaluable social skills. This combination of qualities ultimately made him golf’s most significant ambassador, while his partnership with Robertson coincided with a boom period for the game, especially in St Andrews.

‘Tom and Allan Robertson joined forces because the grand matches were rearing their heads,’ Joy adds. ‘There was the popularity of foursomes and gambling with the merchants, so they formed a team and they were never beaten.’

These were exciting times. St Andrews was coming alive with the extension of the railway to serve the town. Citizens had the right to use the ‘links-land’ for golf and the sport was growing in popularity.

Tom Morris’s standing was also developing and he continued to work for Robertson until a fateful match in which Morris lost all his ‘feathery’ golf balls. His playing partner, Mr Campbell of Saddell, offered him a new-fangled rubber version, the ‘gutta-percha’. It was made from gum that came from trees grown in Malaysia. Access to the material was a by-product of this period of industrialisation. It was a durable, all-weather golf ball that was virtually indestructible. It was also more affordable, costing only half the price of the old ‘feathery’. David Joy insists: ‘Nothing was more dramatic than the move from the feather ball to the gutta ball.’

[image: Photograph described in caption]
‘The Train to St Andrews’ by Garden G. Smith.


In David Malcolm and Peter Crabtree’s Colossus book, Morris was quoted by the writer H.S.C. Everard recounting what happened next: ‘I took to it at once,’ Morris said. ‘As we were playing in, it so happened we met Allan Robertson coming out, and someone told him that I was playing a very good game with one of the new gutta balls, and I could see fine from the expression on his face, that he did not like it at all, and, when we met afterwards in his shop, we had some words about the matter, and there and then we parted company, I leaving his employment.’

Unlike his boss, Morris had no issues with moving with the times. ‘Old Tom said it was a fight between tradition and technology and technology against tradition and he was caught in the middle,’ says Joy. ‘He was the right man at the right time the way the game was going.’

Robertson’s fury also made sense. He eventually relented and did produce gutta balls but, at this point, his ancestral manufacturing skills were being rendered obsolete by his closest golfing ally. ‘He came from a family who were ball makers for hundreds of years, going back to the 1600s,’ Roger McStravick says. ‘So when the gutty came in, that was a real threat to him. Famously he collected them and burned them rather than evolve with it. And this is why he and Tom fell out.’ But the antipathy extended only to their working relationship.

‘People make a big thing about them falling out but they still played a match as partners in the same year or a year later,’ McStravick adds. ‘If you see Allan’s scrapbook it is full of clips about Tom Morris throughout. So it was not the end of their relationship at all.’

[image: Photograph described in caption]
The 1857 Grand National Golf Club Tournament, a forerunner to The Open.


[image: Photograph described in caption]
A ball that changed the game, Tom Morris’s ‘gutta-percha’.


Old Tom Switches Coastline

In 1851 Tom Morris, his wife Nancy and their new-born son Tommy headed west to Prestwick on the Ayrshire coast, where the laying out and tending of a new course awaited. ‘They knew Old Tom had lost his job so they invited him down to Prestwick to set up a course there which was a very compressed 12-hole course with the amount of ground they had,’ says David Joy.

It was a big decision for Morris. Golf at the time was the preserve of the east of Scotland and he was heading to the western edge of the country, where the sport had yet to gain a foothold. ‘For Tom Morris, I think it was a big risk because Prestwick didn’t even have a course when he came to be the keeper of the green,’ says Prestwick’s archivist Andrew Lochhead.

Robertson continued in St Andrews producing golf balls but still playing to the very highest standard. In September 1858 he shot 79 around the St Andrews Links, which, at the time, was considered the best round ever to be played there.

Tom and Allan maintained their playing relationship through the decade but near its end Allan contracted jaundice. He was 10 days short of his 45th birthday when he died on 1 September 1859. The following day’s Scotsman newspaper noted: ‘His performances as a golfer were, it is admitted, without parallel; and being a man of the most amiable and obliging disposition, he was highly esteemed by every frequenter of the Links.’

Golf had lost its first genuine champion. How to find the next?

The obvious candidate was the highly talented Morris, who had been invited to Prestwick by the club’s founding member Colonel James Ogilvy Fairlie, an Ayrshire-based landowner. Fairlie was a visionary and for a few years he played with the idea of creating a national competition. ‘It was Fairlie’s idea to set up a golf course,’ Andrew Lochhead says. ‘The reason that golf wasn’t played on the west coast was because the weather was so wet and with the feathery ball it wasn’t really feasible to play golf, especially with the higher rainfall in the winter.’

Fairlie helped instigate the ‘Grand National Golf Club Tournament’, the like of which had never before been seen. It was held in St Andrews in 1857 and Robertson and Morris played key roles in running the event. In some respects it was pretty shambolic with teams failing to turn up and it was won by two Scotsmen representing the Blackheath club from London. It involved only ‘gentlemen players’, not the more talented caddies and pros, but nevertheless was deemed a success and with further refinements the event was staged again in the next two years.

[image: Photograph described in caption]
‘Opening Drive’ by Peter Munro depicting Tom Morris’s first tee shot at the inaugural Open.


Fairlie, along with his golfing partner the Earl of Eglinton, believed it was time to ditch the usual match play and set up a stroke-play tournament. This was the only way to determine a genuine champion.

‘I think they were a kind of double act,’ Lochhead says. ‘They had both been members of St Andrews, they were the ones who were keen to start up golf at Prestwick. Eglinton was the more prominent, being the Earl of Eglinton, but Fairlie pretty much organised things. He would use Eglinton as his figurehead to promote events and get the top people from the east of Scotland to come and visit Prestwick.

‘It took a while to get going but Fairlie then had the foresight to try and set up this event for the best professionals. It was a decent golf course and to try and get the professionals from the east to come and play in this event and start to build up the name of Prestwick.’

A belt made of red morocco leather with a silver golfing scene attached and costing £25 was commissioned to become the most handsome of prizes. As David Joy explains: ‘James Ogilvy Fairlie said we need to acknowledge Allan Robertson. So let’s throw out a challenge and see who will become the Champion Golfer of Scotland.

‘And that was the instigation of the Open. It wasn’t an open championship, it was by invitation.’

Indeed, the invitations had a rather limiting clause. Letters were sent by the Prestwick hosts to 11 clubs including St Andrews, Musselburgh, Bruntsfield, Leven, Carnoustie Panmure, Montrose, Perth, Blackheath and North Berwick. The letters invited them to send their best players, ‘not exceeding three in number’. Furthermore, the letter stated: ‘It is understood they must be known and respectable Cadies.’ These professionals would also need to show a certificate of respectability from the treasurer of the golf club to which they were attached. As the archives at Prestwick show, Fairlie and Eglinton wanted to make sure that they avoided involving any ‘objectionable characters’.

[image: Photograph described in caption]
The Earl of Eglinton, a key figure in establishing The Open.


‘These caddies, the artisan golfers, were known for being rough round the edges,’ says Roger McStravick. ‘They didn’t come from the middle classes, they were from weaver families.’

This condition of ‘respectable’ ultimately impacted on the number of entrants. Only six players journeyed to Prestwick, to join two locals – Morris and Charlie Hunter – leaving a total of eight competitors for the inaugural competition. ‘They weren’t struggling to find players, they were struggling to find ones that they could rely on not to get intoxicated and let the club down,’ McStravick insists.

There was also no prize money, just the Belt for which to compete. Potential competitors would have been able to find more lucrative money matches to play elsewhere.

Nevertheless, on 17 October 1860, the first formal attempt to find the Champion Golfer took place. The Open was born with competition over three rounds of a dozen holes on Tom Morris’s 12-hole course at Prestwick, with a break for lunch at the local Red Lion pub. With Allan Roberston no longer alive, Tom was seen as the heir apparent. The bookmakers made him firm favourite to win the first Championship.

[image: Photograph described in caption]
Tom Morris, Open Champion 1861, 1862, 1864, 1867.


[image: Photograph described in caption]
Gold medal presented to Young Tom Morris in 1872, his fourth consecutive victory.


Park Prevails First but Morris Dynasty Established

When you see the grandeur of The Open nowadays, and the way the top names are so revered, it is difficult to imagine the Championship’s low-key beginnings. Golfers in the first tournaments were a bit of an inconvenience. ‘They had to squeeze out among the members,’ McStravick says. ‘Which is bizarre to think. It certainly would not have been “Oh, here we are at The Open, here’s Tom Morris on the first tee, he’s the favourite to win it” sort of thing. It was more like “Why are these oiks on our course? Get them out of the way as quickly as possible.”’

But the tournament was properly run. It may have been low key, but it was not haphazard. ‘Prestwick set up a committee,’ says Andrew Lochhead. ‘They set down the rules for the event, they bought a belt that cost a bit of money from the silversmiths in Edinburgh. They advertised the event in the newspapers and they wrote to other golf clubs
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