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THE PRACTICE GROUND

Barry Johnston:

In an interview with Golf Digest magazine in 2002, Gary Player revealed the origin of his most famous quote. Many years earlier he was practising in a bunker in Texas when a local ‘good old boy’ wearing a large cowboy hat stopped to watch him. Player’s first shot went straight in the hole. The Texan said, ‘You got fifty bucks if you knock the next one in.’ Player holed that shot, too. Still unconvinced, the man challenged him again, ‘You got one hundred bucks if you hole the next one.’

The next three balls in a row all went in. As he peeled off the dollar bills, the Texan declared, ‘Boy, I’ve never seen anyone so lucky in my life.’

Player shot back, ‘Well, the harder I practise, the luckier I get!’

Nick Faldo:

Preparing for a trip to Switzerland, I needed to test a few three-woods and so I grabbed six clubs and whizzed off to Wentworth late one evening to decide which one suited me best. I painstakingly marked all the balls (about a dozen for each club) and put a corresponding mark on the six three-woods so that I could monitor distance and accuracy. I had whacked all 72 balls when I saw a little head pop up through the bushes about 150 yards away. I packed my clubs away in the car and set off down the fairway to see which club had performed the best but, as a big favour to me, my watcher had scooped all 72 balls into a neat pyramid.

He beamed, ‘I thought I’d help!’

Barry Johnston:

Lee Trevino began his golfing career as a caddie at the Dallas Athletic Club in Texas, earning just $30 a week. Behind the caddie shed there were three short holes and after work the young Trevino would practise his golf every day, hitting more than three hundred balls in a session. He says, ‘There is no such thing as natural touch. Touch is something you create by hitting millions of golf balls.’

The wisecracking Mexican-American, known as ‘The Merry Mex’ as well as ‘Super Mex’, went on to win six majors between 1968 and 1984, including consecutive Open Championships, although he was entirely self-taught.

He once joked, ‘I’ve never had a coach in my life. When I find one who can beat me, then I’ll listen!’

Tom Cox:  Bring Me the Head of Sergio Garcia!

I was playing the worst golf of my life and I decided that there were two main causes for my devastating play. One was the Panicked Squid. The other was the Evil Brain Worm. I refrained from explaining this theory to those closest to me, for fear of prompting them to sneak out of the room to make some discreet enquiries with mental-health charities. Instead, I examined the evidence, and tried to decide which of these two foes I needed to conquer first.

The Evil Brain Worm – formerly known as the Maggot, before it grew to unmanageable size – represented the psychological side of my game. Like all golfers, I had always had it. It lived in that fertile part of my brain that responds to the command ‘Don’t think of a hippopotamus!’ by thinking of a hippopotamus. It had popped up every now and then in the past, when I had been compiling a good score and trying not to hit the ball into a lake, and done its duty by reminding me that there was a lake in the vicinity. On the whole, I had been able to ignore it and control it. More recently, though, I’d got interested in it, and if there was one thing the Evil Brain Worm thrived on, it was attention.

‘What,’ the Evil Brain Worm would ask, ‘if you lined up this simple short putt perfectly, attempted to make the absolutely perfect stroke, but then I shouted “Miss it!” just as you took the putter back? Would you miss it? And, if you did, wouldn’t it be weird, that I had all that power?’

But the Evil Brain Worm was not always so loquacious. Sometimes it would just have to make a noise – ‘Boo!’ perhaps, or ‘Flunt!’, or ‘Unkulspagger!’ – at the exact moment when I was starting my backswing, in order to do its damage. It didn’t have to form proper sentences to make its intentions lucid. It really was a wriggly, insidious bastard. I suppose, though, if it hadn’t been, it wouldn’t have been a very effective Evil Brain Worm.

The Panicked Squid, which represented the physical side of my golfing make-up, might have been uncharitably viewed as a bigger, more hideous and tentacled version of the Evil Brain Worm. But I knew it wasn’t anywhere near as malevolent. It meant well, and it wasn’t its fault if it got confused. It was simply what happened when an instruction like ‘Keep your swing nice and loose’ transformed, in the heat of tournament play, into ‘Make your swing a flailing mêlée of appendages.’ In truth, it was probably controlled by the Evil Brain Worm, and served as its writhing, outward manifestation.

Bearing in mind that Darth Vader was nowhere near as much of a nasty piece of work as the Emperor in the Star Wars trilogy, there seemed to be only one way to go here, and that was straight to the source, cutting out the middleman. Or, in this case, the middle-squid.

I had been intending to do some work with a sports psychologist all year and I had an exploratory conversation with a member of the mind-coaching industry, Peter Crone. He unnerved me slightly.

‘Don’t take this the wrong way,’ he told me over the phone, ‘but from what you’ve been saying so far I gather you’re a very sensitive person.’

This seemed a remarkably astute observation, given that we had only been speaking for three minutes at that point!

Michael Parkinson:

Playing a game with friends the other day, I noticed my partner had a card clipped to his bag on which he had listed the main points he had to remember before he swung the club. There were twenty headings. The pilot of a jumbo jet has less to worry about before he safely delivers four hundred passengers and several tons of metal on to the tarmac.

This set me thinking of the kind of information I had absorbed about the game from various sources over the years, and what I had been programmed to remember every time I picked up a golf club.

First of all, the grip. I was told not to grip the club too fiercely, to imagine it was a dove in my hands and I was throttling it but not taking its head off. Then the hands should not be too far from the body. Imagine if you are a man, you are having a pee and that is where the hands should be. All important is body posture over the ball. Ideally, I was to imagine that I was perched on a bar stool while leaning over a fence.

Remember the take-away must be smooth and flowing. Imagine you have a bucket of water in your hands. If you can take it back from the address without spilling any, that is what is required.

Alternatively, you can imagine yourself to be a windmill, or a particularly interesting image is to picture yourself with your head through a pane of glass and able to swing the club without breaking anything.

I’ve never been able to understand that one, but the advice remains stuck to my brain like grease on a plate. At the top of the backswing with the club-head pointing at the target, don’t forget that the back leg should be rigid as if encased in plaster. Or that’s what I was told.

I was also advised that to facilitate the proper action in the downswing I must transfer the weight from the leg in the plaster cast to the leg without one. It would help, or so they said, if I imagined pulling a rope with a bell on it.

So what we have so far is a man sitting on a bar stool leaning over a fence while taking a leak, with his head stuck through a pane of glass and one leg in plaster.

That’s only the half of it and I still haven’t hit the ball!

Tim Brooke-Taylor: 

RUPERT BROOKE

Struck the church clock at ten to three

And is my golf ball on the tee

And will the flag appear to move

Just as I swing with arms held smooth



And causing me one shoulder raise

And catch the ball a passing graze

And cuff it lightly o’er the top

That sends it in a five-foot hop



And would my shoulder ligaments tear

And cause me to scream and swear

And kick my foot and stub my toe

And make it start to throb and glow



And would I say you little tit

And boot it forward in a fit

And when my partner did protest

Would I say shut your gob you pest



And would I vengefully destroy

All the equipment at my employ

The marker box, the bench, the tee

And go upon a vengeful spree



And when I’d fully spent my ire

Would I calm down and say ‘Right, squire

That is enough of practising

Now let’s get on with the real thing!’

Patrick Campbell:

When it comes to having golf lessons there are two strict rules to be observed.

(1) Select a professional who really knows what he’s talking about. There are several of them around.



(2) Keep all well-meaning friends – and in particular well-meaning fathers – away from the initiation ceremony, or you won’t get a crack at it yourself.



I should like to illustrate what happens, if these two rules are ignored, by Case History Number One – Peter, a lightweight lad of sixteen, whose natural talents lie more in the direction of painting. Peter’s golf-playing father, resisted all the way by Peter’s mother, wants him to take up golf because it’s more manly than messing about with Art.

Father is there on the practice ground for Peter’s first lesson.

Not wishing to interfere with the lad’s concentration, he parks the new, dark-green Rolls with the white-walled tyres under a nearby tree, to keep the sun off it, and sits unobtrusively at the wheel, smoking a straight-grained pipe.

Unfortunately, they haven’t been able to get hold of the professional himself, so the first lesson is being given by the assistant, a lanky and not entirely competent youth called Dick.

By the look of him Dick estimates that Peter has sufficient physical co-ordination to give him a chance, by exerting it to the full, of turning himself into a fair hand at draughts.

Dick begins to demonstrate the Vardon Grip, wishing that the pupil’s old man were farther away – in some place like the bar in the clubhouse or, preferably, Bermuda.

Ten minutes later Peter is locked in the state of rigor mortis natural to his first experience of the Vardon Grip.

‘That’s nice,’ says Dick. ‘Just try a swing. We’ll see how it goes.’

With infinite care, it’s all he can do to move – Peter slowly lifts the stick into the air until it achieves a semi-vertical position, slowly brings it down again and raises it into a similar position on the other side. At the lowest point of the arc the club-head passes three inches above the ground.

As always, with a new pupil, Dick is stunned by the sheer paralytic hopelessness of it. It beats him, completely, why the ass doesn’t just swish it back, shift his weight into it and flash the club-head through. He’s wondering, as ever, where to begin on this mess when a loud, cheerful voice comes from the Rolls.

‘Rather picking it up with the wrists, there, Pete, old chap. You want the club, left hand and left arm moving back all in the one piece.’

Dick clenches his teeth. It’s started. ‘Just try another swing,’ he tells his pupil. ‘Take the club-head back a bit closer to the ground.’

Five minutes later Peter, having sensibly made his own furtive easement of the impossible rigours of the Vardon Grip, manages after three wispy air-shots to knock one twenty yards along the ground with a seven-iron.

‘That’s nice,’ says Dick. ‘That’s coming.’ He remembers who, and what, pays the rent. ‘That right elbow’s wandering a bit, though,’ he says. ‘If you cock up that elbow you’re going to be outside the line going back. The right elbow,’ says Dick, ‘should be located close to the body until just after the moment of impact, providing a fulcrum to which the inside-out plane of the down swing can be anchored. You may find it helpful to put a handkerchief . . .’

‘I don’t want to butt in, but I think he’d find it easier to concentrate on a firm left arm,’ says Peter’s father, who’s strolled over from the Rolls. ‘Give me that stick a sec, Pete,’ says Peter’s father. ‘Of course,’ he tells Dick, ‘I can’t quite get as far back as you young chaps – anno domini, you know – but surely if you take the club and the left hand and arm back in the one piece . . .’

Peter’s father makes the preliminary movement. He has a better idea. ‘Chuck a ball down there,’ he says. ‘I’ll show you what I mean.’

The first one nearly cuts the head off a man trying to hole a match-saver on the 18th, away to the left. ‘That’s all that damn nonsense about anchoring the right elbow,’ says Peter’s father cheerfully. ‘You see what happens?’ he tells his son.

After the next one the four men on the 18th become convinced that a personal attack is being made upon them, for reasons beyond their imagining. They come together in a belligerent group, glaring across at their attacker on the practice ground.

Peter’s father is oblivious to them. With a stiffer left arm than he’s ever used before he’s sliced three into the wood, in the opposite direction, and is now putting the whole thing down to a fault in his stance, or a premature transference of weight after the initial movement of the down swing.

‘Watch this one,’ he tells Dick roughly. ‘I may be getting the left hip out of the way too late.’

Peter, the novice, the learner, stands there with a great weight on his soul. He’d thought, the first time he picked one up, that it wasn’t going to be very easy with these long, heavy, narrow-headed sticks to hit such a small ball very far – or even at all – but never in his lowest moment had he guessed that the process was going to be governed by so many anatomical impossibilities.

Peter’s first and almost certainly last lesson concludes with Peter sitting on the grass picking daisies in lacklustre fashion, while Dick tries to think of something – anything – that will stop Peter’s father losing yet another of Dick’s practice balls in the wood!

Barry Johnston:

Princess Liliane of Belgium, the second wife of Leopold III, was a very keen golfer and she once asked John Jacobs for advice on how to improve her game. Jacobs watched the princess hit a few practice balls and he concluded that her grip was too strong.

‘You may be a princess,’ Jacobs informed her, ‘but if you hold the club like that, you will always be a hooker!’

Nick Faldo:

My various rebuilds, painful as they may have been, were not without their lighter moments and several amusing incidents occurred during the countless practice sessions at Wentworth.

‘Do you mind if I watch?’ came a voice once from over my shoulder as I tipped out the balls. I far prefer working in private but, having been brought up to be polite, I replied, ‘Yeah, that’s fine,’ whereupon I proceeded to hit four five-irons slap-bang down the middle. No exaggeration, the four balls finished up on all four corners of a square yard. Flexing my muscles, I thought ‘Well, that’s all right.’ I took a practice swing, at which point I heard, ‘Excuse me, but did you know your practice swing is nothing like your real swing?’ 

The next six balls flew left, right, left, right, left, right, all over the place, at which point I packed up and went home!
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THE LADIES’ TEE

Barry Johnston:

While she was still an amateur, Jenny Lee Smith won the inaugural Women’s British Open Championship at Fulford in 1976. Five years later she was playing in the fourth round of the championship at the Northumberland Golf Club, in Gosforth Park, when she shanked her tee shot at the short 11th. Her ball flew way off to the right of the green and deposited itself in some tufty grass. As Jenny prepared to take her second shot she moved her right foot and was terrified to hear a high-pitched squeal. Her spiked shoe had trodden on a baby rabbit hiding in the long grass.

Fortunately, the rabbit was not badly injured and it scampered quickly away but Jenny’s nerves were shattered. Badly shaken, she managed to finish the round and made it back to the clubhouse, where she gratefully accepted the offer of a cold, refreshing lager. But this was not to be her day.

As she tilted the glass in anticipation of the amber nectar, her hands still trembling, she did not notice a wasp lurking on the rim of the glass.

It stung her on the nose!

Nick Faldo:

When Fanny Sunesson became my caddie in 1990 we arranged to meet up at David Leadbetter’s new training camp at Lake Nona, Florida. She reported for work on the first morning, typically bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.

‘I appreciate it’s not part of your normal duties, Fanny,’ I greeted her, ‘but I’ve forgotten to pack a toothbrush. Do you think you could nip back to the hotel and buy me a new one?’ Ever attentive to detail, Fanny arrived back brandishing a choice of two toothbrushes.

‘I do not know whether you wanted the hard bristols or the soft bristols,’ she explained in that melodic Swedish singsong accent.

I gestured with cupped hands in front of my chest, ‘No, Fanny, these are Bristols.’

Quick as a flash, Fanny shot back, ‘Well, you don’t want the soft ones then!’

Barry Johnston:

The first woman to wear trousers in a golf competition was a young player called Gloria Minoprio. Twenty-six-year-old Miss Minoprio caused a sensation at the British Ladies’ Amateur Championship at Westward Ho! in October 1933 when she arrived for her first round at the north Devon golf club in a chauffeur-driven, yellow Rolls-Royce. She raised more eyebrows when she stepped out of the car carrying just one club, the straight-faced iron known as a cleek.

But what outraged the officials of the Ladies’ Golf Union, and delighted the throng of spectators, was her outfit. At that time the standard attire for a lady golfer was a sensible skirt, sleeved upper clothing, and a hat or bandeau. The tall, dark-haired Miss Minoprio was wearing a turban-like woollen black cap, a high-necked, close-fitting white sweater, white kid gloves and a pair of figure-hugging midnight blue trousers.

Her outfit was deemed to be scandalous and improper but there was nothing in the rules to prevent it. The LGU promptly issued a statement deploring anyone who ‘departs from the proper decorous costume of the traditional lady golfer’. Gloria played the round with her single club and, perhaps inevitably, struggled to compete on the seaside links and lost, but a clearly smitten Henry Longhurst wrote that she would ‘go down to posterity with an immortality that is denied to kings and bishops, generals and statesmen, as “the lady who played in trousers”.’

Undeterred, Gloria Minoprio returned to the Ladies’ Championship the following year at Seacroft, near Skegness, still with her one club. This time she won on the Monday, only to lose the next day, prompting Longhurst to write: ‘Sic Transit Gloria Tuesday!’

Barry Johnston:

When Peter Dobereiner was at a golf club in Melbourne, he enquired whether they had women members. He was told, ‘No, why do you ask?’ Dobereiner explained that he had just seen two women putting on the 18th green outside the bar window.

‘Oh,’ sniffed the club official dismissively, ‘they’re not women members. They are associates!’

Tim Brooke-Taylor: 

THE THREE BEARS

Once upon a time there were three bears who lived together in a house of their own; one of these was called Little Bear, and one was called Mummy Bear, and the other was called Golden Bear. And they each had a full set of irons, and they each had a pro-links golf trolley, and they each had a membership subscription for the local golf club, and they each played off a 10 handicap.

And one day, after they had gone out to pick up their copy of Golfing World, a little girl called Goldilocks passed by the house and looked in at the window, and seeing nobody in the house she lifted the latch and went in. When she saw three sets of golf clubs she first tried the seven-iron of Golden Bear, but it was too stiff; then she tried the four-iron of Mummy Bear, but it was too whippy; then she tried the three-iron of Little Bear, and it was just perfect.

And then she looked around and saw three golf trolleys in a little line. So she tried the first one belonging to Golden Bear but it was too heavy and she could hardly move it; then she tried the second one belonging to Mummy Bear, but that wasn’t quite right either; and then finally she tried the one belonging to Little Bear and it was very easy to control and just what she was looking for.

And then, because she was a nosy little sod, she decided to go upstairs, where she found a massive wardrobe full of golfing gear. She decided to try on the gear belonging to Golden Bear, but it was really loud and screamed back at her from the mirror and made her look like Coco the Clown on an acid trip. Then she tried the golfing gear of Mummy Bear, but female golfers have never quite got it together fashionwise have they? And, oh God, look at those awful slacks! And then she tried on the golfing gear of Little Bear and it was just what she was looking for, and to cut a long story short, the three bears returned home half an hour later and managed to sell her a matched set of golf clubs, and several golfing pullovers, and a new golfing umbrella, and six pairs of golfing shoes and a new golf trolley (even though she’d bought a brand new one only two weeks ago), and over two thousand pounds’ worth of golfing accessories, and . . .

And the moral of the story is: never let yourself get tricked into looking round an empty club shop when the pro isn’t there, because you’re bound to end up spending a fortune!

Barry Johnston:

Vivien Saunders was the first European woman to qualify for the US LPGA Tour and won the Women’s British Open in 1977. She was a pioneer of women’s rights in golf and often came face to face with male prejudice early in her career. For example, when she joined the Professional Golfers Association in 1969, there was a rule that stated, ‘Lady members shall have the same rights as men, save they may not attend meetings, play in tournaments or vote.’

On one occasion when Vivien missed a vital putt during a championship, she cried out, ‘Knickers!’ and was rebuked by tournament officials.

Later in the round she changed her exclamation to ‘Bee’s knees!’ – and was still told off!

Barry Johnston:

The Australian golfer Jan Stephenson won three majors on the LPGA Tour in the early 1980s but she became almost as famous for her sex-appeal as her golf. The glamorous blonde from Sydney posed naked in a bathtub full of golf balls and even had her own pin-up calendar. So she was considered to be something of an expert when Golf Magazine published a centrefold featuring male PGA Tour golfers.

After inspecting the photograph closely, Jan observed, ‘Well, it just goes to show what we’ve been saying all along. That all the good-looking golfers are on the ladies’ tour!’

Robert Sommers:

Among the most exclusive of British clubs, Royal St George’s has a decidedly male flavour. At one time the club displayed a sign declaring, ‘No dogs; no women.’

Times change; women won gradual recognition, but still St George’s would have its way. A later sign, while acknowledging women were welcome in the clubhouse, proclaimed:

 ‘Ladies wearing trousers are requested to remove them before entering the clubhouse!’

Barry Johnston:

Nancy Lopez was the most popular golfer of her generation. She dominated women’s golf in the late 1970s and 1980s, after bursting onto the golf scene at the age of twenty-one. In 1978 she won five consecutive tournaments and became the only player to win the Rookie of the Year Award, the Player of the Year Award and the Vare Trophy all in the same season. She went on to
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