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Hole 1: Mean streets and hard-earned treats
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MAURICE TIED his shoelaces as best he could and pulled his socks up to his knees. They were far too big for him, he thought. In fact, everything was too big for him. His shorts settled near his ankles, his tie almost dragged apologetically along the floor, and the rim of his cap fell well below his eyes unless pulled back every few seconds. It wasn’t ideal but it would have to do. This was young Maurice Flitcroft’s first day at school, and nothing would stop him enjoying it.

Maurice Gerald Flitcroft was born on 23 November 1929 at 67 Robert Street, West Gorton, Manchester. His mother’s name was Olive Mabel. His father Herbert was a bus driver. He was the middle child of five brothers, and they all lived together in a quiet, cobble-stoned street lined with identical redbrick terraced houses distinguishable only by the occupant’s choice of curtains.

He was a tiny baby, and as he grew – slowly, and in an almost haphazard angular fashion, all elbows and knees – it quickly became clear the description ‘wiry’ would forever be used to describe him. Even through his adult years he would maintain this diminutive figure, only ever reaching a waist size of 26 inches. (His son Gene would reminisce in 2009 that ‘he was a huge man, my dad, six foot two he was, hands like shovels’, but pride distorts; Maurice was five foot seven in his golf shoes.) But what he lacked in stature he made up for with energy. ‘Me mother used to call me Hoppy as a small kid, Hoppy Johnny she’d call me,’ he told Dick Nelson of American network WGVU-TV-35 in 1988, ‘cos I was always hopping and skipping around the place like a rabbit.’ Given Maurice’s future sporting misadventures, old Mrs F’s bunny comparison was eerily prescient.

Like all rabbits, Maurice never felt comfortable with city life and craved open spaces where he could gambol and frolic. One such area was a small croft near the family home, about an acre in size, which would become the stage for his first brush with the law – a taster of what would become a regular occurrence in his life.

Maurice claims not to have known that the croft was, in fact, private land, but one summer’s night in 1933, this fact was made plain to him in no uncertain terms. That evening, during a peaceful game of ‘pitch and toss’ with other children on the croft, the area was stormed by police. Maurice, below average in dimension, slipped through a gap in a neighbour’s fence and hid in the backyard. Others weren’t so lucky. ‘Struggles took place and arrests were made,’ he recalled. ‘It was exciting and amusing, although why the police would make such a to-do about what seemed to be a rather dull game I’ve no idea.’ It was the first time Flitcroft found himself chased from a grassy area by men in uniform while wondering exactly what he had done wrong and what their effing problem was; it would be by no means his last.

Maurice’s father, Herbert Flitcroft, was an honest and hard-working man. He kept pigeons in the yard, and enjoyed reading, listening to plays, opera and the news on the wireless, and swimming. The family would enjoy occasional trips to the cinema and regular walks through the Belle Vue Zoological Gardens. The walks were some of Maurice’s most treasured memories from his early childhood. He would replay them in his mind with great fondness, especially as they would soon become faded, like a silent film reel, by the outbreak of war. Decades later, as the cherished moments became ever more distant, he would describe the scenes in the gardens as ‘being very much like the painting Sunday afternoon on the Île de la Grande Jatte by the French Impressionist Georges Seurat’. For a working-class man with no classical education, Maurice’s knowledge of art and literature was impressive, every inch the Barrow bohemian.

‘Oh he always had his head in some book or other,’ said his son Gene. ‘He especially loved art and pictures and that.’

In summer, the family would enjoy trips to the countryside where they would engage in epic games of ‘armies’ with other children. These games would start off friendly but become more serious and lifelike, resulting in the very real threat of extreme physical violence by one little soldier to another. Yet no matter how heated these battles became, a temporary ceasefire would be declared when Mrs Flitcroft turned up with ice creams. As Maurice noted, ‘One cannot enjoy the full flavour of a red, green or yellow cone-shaped lollipop while being so energetically engaged in mock mortal combat.’

Maurice realised early on that bigger children were wont to regard him as easy pickings because of his size. Lacking physical strength, he’d need to acquire super-human mental skills if he was to survive the mean streets of Manchester. And he got the chance to test these powers before he’d even started school.

Returning home from the local shop one day, having taken his usual short-cut down an alleyway, he was confronted by a boy of eight, twice his age and size, and was asked rather impolitely to relinquish his handful of sweeties. The more the thief pushed and cajoled Maurice to open his hand, the tighter his grip became. As the bully began to attack him physically, with a few thumps in the solar plexus, Maurice simply closed his eyes and stood there, taking the punishment in silence. He hoped to bamboozle ‘the Juvenile Highwayman’, as Maurice called the bully in his memoir. If he stood his ground, maybe the tyrant would get tired and go away, a junior version of the rope-a-dope technique, made famous by Muhammad Ali in the Rumble in the Jungle.

But unlike George Foreman, Maurice’s attacker didn’t tire. Instead he began to enjoy himself, hoofing and flinging the poor little mite around the back streets like an old sock. At one point, the bully wedged young Maurice’s head in a drain and pressed on his face with the sole of his shoe while concurrently trying to prise open his fist. Maurice took the punishment in silence, theorising that any cries of pain were unlikely to encourage the Highwayman to eschew a belief system that saw the meting out of torture rewarded with tasty sweeties. Eventually, his stoicism was rewarded when one of his brothers turned up and chased the bully away. A beaten and bruised Maurice shared his well-protected spoils with his saviour: three white mice and a couple of midget gems. Not much of a celebratory feast, but it was a defining moment in young Maurice’s personal development, an act of defiance that provided him with the confidence to begin school without fear, having stood up to the Dick Turpin of the alleys.

And so Maurice tucked his shirt into his voluminous shorts, adjusted his cap and tie, and pulled his socks up one last time before leaving home for his first day at school. He waited for his older brother Roy to leave the house and followed him out shortly afterwards. Maintaining a respectful distance behind Roy, he reached the school some twenty minutes later. As there appeared to be no spare seat for Maurice, he took up a position on a small bench at the back of the class and waited patiently for the learning to begin.

Ten minutes later, a kerfuffle was heard at the door and the headmaster made a rare appearance. Seeing the rest of the class stand to rigid attention Maurice followed suit. ‘Is there a Maurice Flitcroft in the room?’ asked the head, who to the school debutant appeared to be about 25 foot tall. Maurice declined to answer. The tone of the headmaster’s voice engendered a feeling within him that, should he own up, the resulting events would not be to his liking, nor cause any pleasurable physical or mental sensation. ‘Roy! Have you seen your brother this morning?’

‘No, sir,’ Maurice’s elder brother replied shakily. Maurice held firm. Perhaps this will play out all right after all, he thought.

‘Mrs Flitcroft, please step inside,’ asked the headmaster. To his surprise, Maurice saw his distraught mum enter the room. ‘Do you see Maurice in here, Mrs Flitcroft?’ Olive frantically scanned the children to no avail. Then, sensing a better perspective was required, she knelt down and scanned the gaps between the grubby knees. Suddenly, and much to her relief, she spotted a familiar nose and mouth beneath an over-sized cloth cap, much like the one her husband Herbert owned.

‘Ah, there he is! Sorry about this!’ she exclaimed as she zig-zagged her way to the back of the class and swept Maurice into her grateful arms. She paused to apologise to the headmaster on her way out. He in turn furrowed his brow into a frown, but couldn’t keep up the pretence, almost immediately letting a smile play across his face as he shook the tiny hand in mock formality.

‘Very nice to meet you, young Maurice,’ he said. ‘I just hope you have the same enthusiasm for learning once you reach the legal age to attend school. See you next year!’ And with that, Olive Flitcroft whisked the errant interloper back home for a stern telling-off, and some egg mixed with bread in a cup.

‘I just couldn’t wait to start,’ recalled Maurice some seventy years later. ‘Mother had to come and pick me up several times after that. I had a thirst for knowledge.’ When he was finally allowed to stay in school the following year, Maurice found it a doddle. ‘I took to it like a duck takes to the water,’ he claimed with typical modesty.

But the halcyon days of Manchester were short lived. One day, his father cut his thumb on some chipped crockery. Though Herbert thought nothing of it at the time, the wound soon became septic, hospitalising him for two months. In the days before penicillin was freely available, the lay-off meant that he lost his job on the buses. When he eventually recovered, he spread his net wide in the search for work. Eventually the family settled in the Lancastrian town of Barrow-in-Furness, with Herbert finding employment in the shipyards. Maurice himself was forced to start a new school, which meant subjecting himself to the human hacky sack treatment all over again.




Hole 2: The gap between hope and reality
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MAURICE HAD barely turned seven years old, but his face was settling into a distinctive old-fashioned form. It was already beginning to resemble the one that would be carried years later on photographs by nerve-racked R&A officials the length and breadth of the country. A long narrow nose separated two large bulging eyes, which protruded from sunken eye sockets. His mouth was a tiny pillar box, set back deep into his chops, making it difficult for a casual observer of his face to discern the presence of any teeth. (In later years, Maurice would have nearly every molar smashed out in a diving accident. Often he wouldn’t bother wearing the false set he was given to replace them, because he thought he ‘pretty much looked the same’ with them in or out.) But his most striking feature were his ears, which protruded farcically from the side of his head like two halves of a cheap radar dish, presumably positioned by some mischievous gene to detect the nearest trouble and instruct the brain to head straight for it.

With the family Flitcroft now denizens of Barrow, Maurice was packed off to Rawlinson Street Junior School. It didn’t take him long to attract the attention of bullies and other assorted little eejits, all of whom would be wont to tease him with the usual height slurs, now accompanied by ear-referencing monickers showcasing varied levels of wit and imagination: the Goblin, Wingnut and the common-or-garden Big Ears were three of the most popular. It was again time for young Maurice to take a stand – but unlike on the back streets of Manchester, this time, the human punchbag would swing back.

As the bell sounded to end playtime one morning, and the children queued up to be allowed back into the school hut, a large boy regarded widely as ‘the cock of the class’ made the mistake of pushing ‘Wingnut’ out of the line. Maurice stumbled slightly, but ignored him, rejoining the line at the back, refusing to rise to the bait. The Cock, not used to being ignored by jug-eared squirts, followed Maurice to the rear and shoved him out of line again. It was a none-too-subtle attempt to attract the attention of the teacher and get ‘Luggy’ into trouble. A gauntlet having been thrown down twice, it was time for the little man to step up to the plate and let The Cock know who and what he was messing with: ‘I responded by turning and slapping him hard in the face and inviting him to meet me after school behind the Waterloo Hotel across the road.’

During the afternoon, the entire school crackled with expectation of the impending fight. At the allotted time, behind the Waterloo Hotel, Wingnut and The Cock squared up to each other in front of a large crowd of baying spectators. They were disappointed at first: Maurice’s rope-a-dope technique may have been vaguely effective for self-preservation, but it was no crowd-pleaser. Finally, sensing the need to do something to lift the atmosphere, Maurice began to strike out, haphazardly at first as he had his eyes closed, but he soon enough located his target. To Maurice’s delight the crowd loved his offensive efforts, cheering on the little man for all they were worth. But whipping the audience up into such a fervour would seek to bring about the final bell sooner than expected. ‘Things were just starting to warm up nicely,’ reported Maurice, ‘when the roar of the crowd – goading, encouraging, inciting – attracted the attention of the hotel’s landlady who, brandishing a broom, told us to break it up and go home, or else. Well, children were more respectful in those days than they are now, so we did as we were told.’ Still, for Maurice, the job was done. The nicknames stuck, but were now tempered with affection. And The Cock never bothered him again.

Independence of mind came naturally to Maurice, but its supplementary fearlessness was occasionally less beneficial to his well-being. Maurice was proving himself an indomitable soul, which would explain a litany of medical catastrophes, including broken noses, burst eardrums and broken arms. If there was a tree that seemed unclimbable, Maurice would scale it – and then fall out of it. If there was a canal notorious for danger, Maurice would dive headlong into it – and burst his head open like a bag of crisps.

All challenges, physical or mental, were met head on. Before he could face plummeting head-first into canals, Maurice was forced to conquer a deep-seated fear of water. The sight of a mere puddle would send him into shivers, and he’d regularly have to sit out of swimming class at school. So, as a determined eight-year-old, he set about ridding himself of his phobia. ‘I overcame this fear quite simply by lying in a bath of tap water, taking a deep breath, holding it and ducking my head under,’ he explained, describing how he would force himself to hold his head in the tub for a few extra seconds every night, only emerging when total panic had set in.

After a few weeks, he got a little braver. ‘I soon progressed to opening my eyes underwater,’ he recalled, ‘which is why the water must be clear, not soapy, as soapy water will make your eyes sting and smart and perhaps discourage you from continuing with the exercise.’ His description had segued from personal account into positivity seminar for the benefit of aquaphobes worldwide. Maurice considered the episode as pivotal in his development as a human being, and he was sure children or even adults could benefit from literally diving headlong into his water-conquering technique. ‘A word of warning,’ he added. ‘Be sure that you are well clear of the taps when using this method, to avoid hitting your head on them when you raise it out of the water.’

It was a lesson clearly learned the hard way. But Maurice didn’t stop there. Now he’d beaten his fear of what he melodramatically referred to as ‘The Blue Watery Vagueness’, the child could not rest. ‘The next step for me was to become a competent diver. This in the course of time I did – but not in the bath.’ In years to come he would value water-based leisure pastimes second only to golf. ‘Swimming, like golf, is something you can do on your own. You don’t need to be a member of a team to enjoy it.’ And, of course, solo pursuits allow participants to judge how good they’ve been based on arbitrary criteria set down in their own head.

Maurice began to flourish intellectually towards the end of primary school. His reading soon graduated from the whizzo works of D.C. Thomson – the Dandy, Wizard and the Beano – to the more cerebral output of William Shakespeare, Charles Dickens and Renaissance author and poet Giovanni Boccaccio. Every inch the prodigy – he was only ten years old – Maurice would read and re-read these works again and again, along with the western novels of Zane Grey and the spine-tingling thrillers of Sax Rohmer, the creator of Fu Manchu. He listed among his favourites the mysteries of Edgar Wallace, The Three Muskateers by Alexandre Dumas, the foreign legion tales of P.C. Wren and The Coral Island by R.M. Ballantyne. For the pre-teenage son of a shipyard worker in late-1930s Barrow, this was exotic fare and marked Maurice down as something different. It is safe to say that The Cock’s reading list would not have contained any doomed romantic legends penned in fourteenth-century Italy.

Here was a well-read boy, although he preferred to read for pleasure rather than academic success. ‘If I was interested in a subject I would listen and pay attention; if I wasn’t interested I would pass the time drawing caricatures of other pupils and teachers, who I considered worthy and suitable subjects for my artistic intentions.’ Maurice further demonstrated his independence when he decided, against the advice of his teachers, to sit his eleven-plus exam. While his teachers (and even his parents) didn’t think Maurice would make the grade, he felt he belonged with the cream of Barrow’s youth at Alfred Barrow Grammar School for boys. In truth, he was mainly attracted not to the quality of teaching on offer, but rather to the extensive playing fields over which he could give his spindly legs free rein. He could also picture himself cutting a dash in the school’s fancy cap and blazer. Whatever the allure, to everyone’s astonishment, Maurice passed the exam with flying colours.

This triumph would, sadly, be short-lived: Maurice soon had to uproot his life again with the outbreak of the Second World War on 3 September 1939. Barrow was the home of the naval construction arm of Vickers-Armstrong Ltd, one of the most renowned warship manufacturers in the world. The town therefore was brought to the attention of a Mr Adolf Hitler and his Luftwaffe squadrons. After Maurice’s home was bombed out – the family survived by taking shelter under the stairs – it was felt that the children should be evacuated to a safe haven.

To this end, Maurice would spend the next four years in the Lake District town of Kendal, his guardian a Mrs Langhorn. It was to prove an eventful period, which began with the forced acquisition of yet another unfortunate nickname from his new classmates at Kendal Grammar School. Popular at the time was a poster warning of the dangers of unexploded bombs. In it, a cheeky cartoon personification of a torpedo – Firebomb Fritz, with his bomb-shaped nose, landmine eyes and wings for ears – wagged his finger as a warning not to come near him. His new school friends noted a startling similarity between Maurice and the impish anthropomorphised incendiary, and so during his stay in the Lakes he would forever be known as Firebomb Fritz, Fritz or simply The Firebomb. Maurice would, during his golfing career, garner many nicknames, such as The Open Joker, The R&A Rabbit and The Phantom of the Open. It is something of a shame that nobody picked up on The Firebomb, fizzing over the hallowed turf of the R&A as he would later do, undetected, unexploded, before detonating a hysterical frenzy of shanks and snap-hooks, shrapnels of embarrassment whizzing through the clubhouse at St Andrews, eventually razing the reputations of golf’s top administrators to rubble.

Soon after arriving in Kendal, Maurice joined the Boy Scouts and found once again that he had a flair for pretty much whatever he turned his hand to. With an annual parade only days away, the drum major in the Scouts’ marching band, responsible for flinging a heavy mace into the air, making it perform elaborate twirls and revolutions, was taken ill. The Scoutmaster, an experienced mace thrower, was prepared to step in himself, but Maurice begged to be given an opportunity. Despite initial misgivings, Maurice’s persistence – he considered it ‘a challenge not to be ignored’ – ensured he was entrusted with this most vital of tasks.

Taking a mace home, he practised day and night in order to replicate the feats usually performed by the stricken drum major. Soon realising that Mrs Langhorn’s front room was too small and generally ill-equipped for hurling a four-foot mace – a point made with some directness by his guardian as she swept up two broken china cups – Maurice took to the local playing fields to hone his skills. The difficulty of top-quality mace-throwing soon became apparent. ‘Performing this feat standing still was one thing. Doing it whilst marching was something else!’ And all this while surrounded by ‘a veritable confusion of drummers and flautists’.

Despite all the hours of practice, Maurice had a back-up plan should he find himself accidentally knocking another child’s teeth out with a 48-inch metal pole. In such circumstances, he’d simply recite the Scout Law – to ‘smile and whistle under all difficulties’ – and exhale a cheery trill through a fixed rictus. But he needn’t have been concerned. The march was a triumph. In fact, after a couple of early nervous fumbles, he soon got so confident that he performed the most difficult sections of his throwing act ‘whenever and wherever the spectators that lined the route were most numerous’. He also notes with great pride that ‘in the days that followed, I learned that my showmanship was the talk of the town, which I must say I found very gratifying. But being of a modest nature, I didn’t let it go to my head.’ It was further evidence of Maurice’s innate showmanship. Perhaps more crucially, it was his first taste of fame. Certainly the episode has some parallels with his later pursuit of golfing excellence – the hours spent brushing up his talent on school playing fields, by way of example – although his adroit twirling of a mace was never quite matched by his handling of a golf club.

It was also during his Kendal sabbatical that Maurice began his fateful love affair with the world of sport. Rarely was there a discipline in which, according to his own record, he failed to show a remarkable talent as soon as he stepped onto the field of play. Cricket? ‘I showed a natural ability for it. I finished the season with the best bowling average.’ Track and field? ‘I acquitted myself spectacularly at all of them and even won a couple come Sports Day.’

He gave himself a particularly hearty slap on the back for his rugby skills. ‘What I lacked in knowledge and experience, I more than made up for in enthusiasm.’ He recalls how in the very first game he played, he did his usual trick of switching off whenever a teacher was explaining the rules to a game: ‘I would often stare into the distance with a faraway expression on my face. Daydreaming, my teachers called it.’ Consequently when the game started, the daydreamer was somewhat stunned to see bodies everywhere, arms and limbs flying all over the place, contorted in unspeakable angles and trapped under sweaty writhing piles of flesh and bone. Despite his confusion, he decided to join in with gusto. Upon seeing the ball pop out of a thing called a ‘scrummage’, he sensed his moment to make an impression and pounced on the oval object ‘with a reckless disregard for my life and limb. But as I did so another player with even less regard for my personal well-being kneed me in the back of the head – a sickening blow.’ Being knocked unconscious during his first game didn’t dampen his enthusiasm for the sport, however. Soon enough, just as he had done with cricket, he joined the school team, citing his ‘speed and all-round ability to gain advantages’ as the two main quivers in his bow.

Another sport at which Maurice excelled was cross-country running. Before one particular race, he was so confident of victory that, as the field lined up, he asked the other competitors if they wanted his autograph now or after he’d won the race. Sadly, his cockiness backfired when, mid-joke, the race started. ‘I’d only just finished laughing at my quip when to my surprise I found myself at the back of the field,’ he moaned. Despite his bad start, Maurice soon found himself up with the leaders, though the effort left him ‘in a state of distress’. Halfway through he was joined by his new best friend, Geoffrey Todd, pedalling alongside on his bicycle shouting words of encouragement. The sentiment was not totally appreciated. ‘It was all very well for him to say, sitting comfortably on his bike,’ grumbled the runner, who fired a few choice, if breathless, words back at his pal. Even so, the support propelled Maurice along, and when he crossed the finish line with no one in sight, he celebrated like all champions should, running around in small circles, arms aloft, screaming. Unfortunately, Maurice was then informed that he had finished in second place, the winner having finished some fifteen minutes previously. ‘I often wondered if I’d have finished first had I’d started at the front and not the back,’ recounted the deflated runner-up. It is unlikely that the entire field took a quarter of an hour to cross the start line – this wasn’t the New York Marathon – but the episode did at least illustrate Maurice’s burgeoning confidence, a prerequisite in all top-level sports stars.

Maurice may have possessed athletic ability, but he never knew it was possible to make a career out of sport. ‘In those days, sport was something you did for recreation and not something you did in order to make a living,’ he remembered, before adding with a soupçon of regret: ‘I was told this quite often.’ Maurice knew any success in the future would depend on his academic career. But the young fellow was beginning to become distracted by even loftier goals.

One day, Geoff Todd told Maurice that he had something incredible to show him after school. It would be a life-changing event. Geoff took him back to his house and pulled a thick black vinyl disc from a sleeve, then placed it on a turntable. Frank Sinatra’s croon crackled from the speaker as the record span at seventy-eight revolutions per minute. It was revolving at a similar rate to Maurice’s head. He was transported to a place high up in the clouds, from where some argue he would never return. ‘My first ambition in life was to become a singer and dancer, like Frankie. He was “the end”, to use a popular expression of the time.’

If the X-Factor had been up and running in the 1940s, on the one television channel transmitted by the British Broadcasting Corporation from Alexandra Palace, there is a fair bet Maurice would have turned up to perform at the auditions. Whether he would have made it to the live shows, or even boot camp, is another matter. If reports of his air-curdling, tone-deaf attempts at emulating Frankie in school assemblies are to be believed, he would only have made it onto screen as a deluded and comically bad auditionee. In fact, it is not a facile comparison to wonder if Maurice Flitcroft was the golfing equivalent of an X-Factor wannabe. After all, he too practised at home alone, a golf club his hairbrush, the playing fields his bedroom mirror, only to head out into the real world and realise he was not quite as up to speed as he thought he was, R&A secretary Keith Mackenzie the sneering and judgemental Simon Cowell of his nightmares.

Even so, when it came to singing, Maurice quickly realised he didn’t quite have what it took for world domination, and turned his attentions towards painting and drawing instead. In fact, he displayed genuine artistic aptitude with brush and pen. He particularly liked the cartoons of Leslie Illingworth and David Langdon, satirists who frequented the Sunday papers of the time. Maurice would toy with the idea of becoming either a cartoonist or a portrait artist for decades to come.

Even before he reached working age, Maurice was oscillating wildly between career paths. But he did make one decision which he was to stick to in later life, namely that money would never be his driving concern. ‘I might not make a fortune,’ he promised himself, ‘but being happy in my mind is a preferable state to being materially successful but not necessarily happy.’

When the war ended, Maurice was sad to leave Mrs Langhorn, Geoff, and all his other school friends. They, too, particularly Geoff, were sad to lose their Firebomb Fritz. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to go home; he’d simply got used to the beautiful scenery around Kendal. The rolling hills, grassy meadows and old grey-stone buildings beat the redbrick industrial landscape of Barrow any day. Also, many crucial formative episodes had been played out in this Westmorland wonderland. But it was home time, and besides, he’d have his brothers waiting there, even though he knew he’d ‘have to fight with them for a place next to the fire come winter, as usual’.

Two years after returning to Barrow, Maurice left school with very few qualifications under his belt. It would be a source of great regret later in life, and could have all been so different if he hadn’t missed the final, crucial weeks of revision because of a needless incident involving a gatepost and a tree.

Walking home from school one evening with a group of friends, Maurice spotted an entrance gate with a spectacular large oak tree next to it. The tree’s lower branches lingered tantalisingly over the gate, providing instant access to the skies. The sight was too much for Maurice, ‘an irresistible temptation’ to scuttle up high. Clambering onto the gatepost, and urged on by his companions, he made a few trial attempts at hurling himself off, just enough to ascertain that a leap with great purpose would enable him to seize one of the branches and swing high above the ground for all to see. The feat would be worthy of a tumultuous round of applause. After some deep breaths, he made the great, heroic leap.

‘All would have been well if my hands had been bigger, or the branch in question been thinner,’ Maurice recalled. But the span of his hands were too small, the branch far too thick, and The Firebomb crashed to the ground. His initial assessment was that he’d sustained minimal damage. Then he realised he couldn’t feel his right hand. Meanwhile his friends were shrieking and pointing in the vague direction of some horror beneath him, coincidentally where his right hand would have been had he been able to feel it. Nervously casting his gaze downwards, he discovered that his forearm ‘was not in its correct position in relation to the rest of the arm’.

It took weeks of surgery and physiotherapy before Maurice could use his writing arm again. He missed so much classwork, when he entered his final exam he heard his French language teacher ask someone: ‘Who the hell is he?’ The results came in, and under the circumstances were grimly predictable: he’d failed almost everything bar literature and art. The grades were simply not good enough to secure a place in further education. He had dreamed of going to university, throwing himself into lectures and libraries, and slaking his thirst for knowledge. He always knew it was something of a pipe dream, but up until now it had at least in theory been attainable. No longer. Creative and instinctively intellectual, a bohemian in a time before ‘simple folk’ like him even knew what a bohemian was, Maurice was cast out into the world aged sixteen with a bleak future ahead of him. If only he hadn’t been so tempted by that gap between the gatepost and the branch. A gap between hope and reality. A gap he would attempt to breach for the rest of his life.




Hole 3: Drills, thrills and mandrills
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AT THE tender age of sixteen, Maurice was stunned to find himself striding through the wrought-iron gates of Vickers Shipyard, a cloth cap perched on his scalp and a lunchbox swinging by his side, just like his father and older brothers before him. How had this happened? Here was a boy who had wowed crowds with his pugilism and gymnastic mace-throwing. He had been a pivotal player in every school sports team. His paintings were heavily influenced by rose-period Picasso. He wrote and drew Establishment-baiting political cartoons. He had even tamed an Element in The Blue Watery Vagueness. And yet, for all these achievements, here he was with the rest of his classmates, stranded in the Ordnance Department, Machines, No2 Bay, Vickers Shipyard, Barrow-in-Furness – otherwise known as the Gun Shop.

The first thing Maurice noticed was the excruciating noise: ‘The tortured scream of metal, protesting at being turned and planed, milled and bored by huge machines, steel monsters which chewed the raw metal in their massive jaws and spat out gleaming objects that were to form parts of some other kind of machine, engine or weapon.’ T.S. Eliot himself could scarcely have described the awesome horror of industry any better. Maurice’s wage for grafting through a fifty-hour, six-day week was one pound and five shillings.

As might be expected, within a matter of weeks of turning up in the Gun Shop, Maurice claimed to have seized the mantle of ‘Best Machinist’ from older youths who had been working there for several years. Instructively, this title seemed much more important to Maurice than anyone else in the factory, and few bothered to argue the toss with him. It was almost as though he had announced the award himself. But natural competitiveness could only sustain Maurice for so long. Once the novelty of a new job wore off, he found the work mind-numbingly tedious. He started smoking roll-ups ‘just to have something to look forward to’.

Maurice looked to dancing at the Public Hall on Saturday nights for salvation. Now an independent young buck about town, Maurice was free to start courting. The talk between he and his work pals would be of nothing but ways and means to pull a girl, and the possibilities Saturday night had in store. But Saturday night did not always deliver. ‘It held out a promise which it didn’t always fulfil,’ he admitted, ‘but nevertheless, ever the optimist, I still looked forward to it every week.’ He put his inability to hustle the ladies down to an embarrassing lack of rhythm, freely admitting his dancing was so bad that, on the rare occasion a girl did accept his invitation to cut some rug, the best he could hope for was ‘a smooth, happy and incident-free progression around the dancefloor’. More often than not, Maurice’s attempt at a soft-shoe shuffle would send both himself and his prospective paramour tumbling into a crumpled heap. Eventually tiring of such ballroom balls-ups, he spent most evenings as a wallflower.

The terrible wages and long hours soon took their toll on the young man. He would often get home at night, take a light nap before going out, only to fall into a deep sleep and wake up just before it was time to start work again. It was no life, and so he quit, taking a holiday to visit his Aunt Edith in Manchester where he would revisit the happy days of his childhood, and the zoological gardens at Belle Vue. It was here that Maurice encountered yet another bully who would blight his existence, albeit one who took a very different shape to the ‘Juvenile Highwayman’ and ‘The Cock’ of his childhood.

Deep within the Belle Vue Gardens was the zoo. It was necessary to pay to get in, but Maurice, with little money in his pocket, would sneak through the woods on the north side of the zoo, where he could easily peer through some railings into the monkey house. There he would sit for hours watching the chimps wheel and clamber about. However, it was not the chimps who held the chief fascination for Maurice, but another primate who had a cage all to himself: the mandrill. ‘I found him fascinating, not because of its size, power, grace and beauty, but because of its demeanour. I was amused by the way it strutted unselfconsciously displaying its brightly coloured red-and-blue bottom.’ Maurice would self-deprecatingly tell his friends that the mandrill would probably be more assured on the dancefloor at the Public Hall than him.

After a few visits to stare transfixed at the mandrill, Maurice – with the detailed eye of a robber cataloguing the habitual movements of bank employees – noticed that the monkey-house attendant would leave a bag of prunes just outside the main gate after feeding time. One day, when the attendant had turned his back, Maurice took a handful of prunes and attempted to make friends with the multi-coloured primate. He held a prune in the palm of his outstretched hand. The mandrill observed it for a second, before violently snatching the dried-fruit piece, nearly breaking Maurice’s arm with the swipe. Maurice let out a yell but, undeterred, tried again. Again the mandrill snatched with some vigour, causing Maurice to emit a small yelp.

It is important to highlight the danger involved in such games. For those struggling to recall, mandrills are those large plate-faced baboons with the outrageous red, white and blue muzzles that were a staple of wildlife documentaries in the 1980s, but like multi-coloured cocktails suddenly went inexplicably out of fashion. They would be seen in packs on the plains of Africa, grooming each other and occasionally yawning to expose jagged rows of ferocious teeth, David Attenborough or some other similarly hushed narrator explaining how the charming colours of their faces and backsides belied a terrifying temper, and that they are, in fact, regarded as the most belligerent of primates. However, with two ungrateful swipes of its hand, this particular mandrill had made an enemy of the most belligerent of Homo erectus, Maurice Gerald Flitcroft. It had made a grave error of judgement. So affronted was Maurice by the creature’s nonchalant rudeness, he hatched a plan to take revenge the very next day: ‘I was determined to teach this fierce creature a lesson, and give it a taste of its own medicine.’

Maurice returned twenty-four hours later and repeated the trick. He grabbed a handful of prunes from the attendant’s bucket, and crept towards the greedy mandrill. The monkey, perhaps anticipating the joyous sugar rush that comes with the consumption of dried fruit, let its eyes light up when it saw Maurice hoving into view. It skipped towards the bars of its cage and waited impatiently to receive his treats. Maurice held out a prune. The beast swiped at it in the same pig-ignorant manner of the day before. Maurice held out his hand for a second time – but when the mandrill made a snatch for the prune, Maurice dropped the fruit and grabbed its arm with both hands. ‘The fearsome creature went wild,’ Maurice later recalled. ‘It was screaming with rage, rattling the bars and baring his huge canines.’ Part one of the lesson now complete, Maurice proceeded to part two: a playful slap on the wrist, similar to the sort a mother would administer a wayward but confused toddler. Satisfied that the beast had learned his lesson, Maurice finally let go of the mandrill’s arm. The primate scuttled to the back of the cage, while its tutor in etiquette swaggered off through the woods. The next day, Maurice visited again, and again offered a prune on the platform of his outstretched palm. This time, no snatching took place. The baboon showed incredible courtesy, picking the prunes from Maurice’s hand with a great gentleness, Maurice noting how the mandrill’s hands were ‘surprisingly gentle and warm and human to the touch’.

The episode begs several questions. What kind of man takes umbrage with the manners of a wild animal? What kind of man vows to teach a baboon a lesson? And what kind of man would be brave enough – or irresponsible enough – to seize the arm of one of the most dangerous animals on earth and slap its wrist? The answer to all is Maurice Flitcroft, and it is a telling one, shining a light on his later golfing exploits. Somewhere out there had been a wild beast with impeccable table manners that could have advised the R&A not to start a fight with Maurice, no matter how much the odds seemed to be in their favour.

On his return from Manchester to Barrow, Maurice worked for a time at a peat company on the edge of nearby Morecambe Bay, regularly turning over freshly cut bricks of fuel to aid their drying. He found the task so repetitive that one morning, instead of getting up and going to work, he simply turned himself over and went back to sleep. Worried that his father would hit the roof upon coming home from his nightshift at Vickers, Maurice only allowed himself some very shallow breaths when he heard the front door click. But his dad was sympathetic. He knew there was no money in labouring for the peat firm, which was notorious for low wages and long hours. He left Maurice to his dreams for the rest of the day, put in a quiet word at the shipyard, and soon enough had managed to get his son more work at Vickers. This second stint at the yard was to prove more exciting for Maurice, as he was employed as a driver on the electric ‘bogies’ which zipped around the yard fetching and carrying material and equipment. Sure enough, Maurice soon became the finest driver of the electric bogie that the yard had ever known. The self-appointed winner of the ‘Best Bogie Driver’ award was back on top where he belonged. Little did he know the resonance those words would hold for him.

He might have been the best driver of bogies, but that didn’t necessarily make Maurice the greatest instructor. Given the task of teaching a new girl, Patricia Rose, how to operate the electric trucks, Maurice allowed the lesson to descend into slapstick chaos. Handing over the controls to Patricia and half-hanging from the side of the bogie as she drove for the very first time, he was forced to leap off when the learner violently steered right to avoid crashing into a wall. Maurice advised Patricia, in industrial terminology and with some volume, to turn back left a bit, as she had over-compensated her steering. It was to no avail. ‘It was as if she was possessed by demons, because with a wild expression on her face she was frozen at the controls while the bogie, its steering locked, continued in a circle. All would have been well had not a steam locomotive chosen that particular moment to puff pompously out of the Engine Shop. “Stop! Take your foot off the pedal!” I yelled. But as learner drivers are apt to do, Pat hesitated a moment too long and the bogie ran smack into the side of the engine.’

Thankfully, nobody was hurt, though Patricia’s ego was slightly bruised. The situation wasn’t helped by Maurice’s bellowed cackles and rasping guffaws. It was clear the two hadn’t hit it off immediately. Unfortunately for Maurice, his elder brother Roy had been introduced to Pat at a dance, and the two soon became an item. Their relationship flummoxed Maurice. ‘Why he should choose this particular girl was beyond me, and I told him so. But to Roy she was Betty Grable, Dottie Lamour and Lana Turner rolled into one.’ Roy and Pat soon became engaged, and within three years were married. Maurice was forced to bite his tongue. ‘We would often strike sparks off each other,’ he would explain, ‘but being of a tolerant and understanding nature I excused her.’ Maurice’s irritation was exacerbated when he developed a mild, unrequited crush on Pat’s younger sister Jean, though when she soon married and moved away from Barrow, he put it behind him quickly.

In any case, Maurice would have other, more serious, battles to fight before romance could play a part in his life. One fine winter morning in early 1948, Maurice received a letter instructing him to report to training barracks in Lancaster on Saturday 2 February. He was to begin his National Service. Maurice left home with great fanfare and with the advice of his father ringing in his ears: ‘Take an interest in sport and keep out of trouble.’

Maurice succeeded in heeding the first part of that advice with ease. He would be a sharp-shooting rifleman, a valued member of the swimming and diving teams, and – as any mandrill would be able to testify – a competent welterweight boxer. The second part of his father’s counsel, however, was never going to be easy to adhere to. Not long after joining the Army, Maurice and a few other lads had their weekend leave stopped, as punishment for the state of their untidy barracks. They all went home anyway. On the Saturday morning, back in Barrow, Maurice was dragged out of bed by a local policeman, who advised him to get back to Lancaster quicksmart.

Being wet behind the ears, he and his fellow miscreants were let off with a caution. However, the lesson wouldn’t be learned. After completing training, Maurice joined the 2nd Battalion South Lancashire Regiment, stationed in the Free Territory of Trieste in northern Italy, and within a matter of weeks, he was in deep trouble again. This time he would find himself standing before the Commanding Officer of his battalion on charges of mutiny.

Maurice had been sent there by the sergeant of the 3rd Platoon ‘C’ company, with the recommendation that he be court-martialled, the most extreme course of disciplinary action that can be meted out to a serviceman. What occurred in that room would become one of Maurice’s favourite anecdotes, described in detail in his memoir and verified by Gene and James. In a whirl of energy, Maurice would regularly perform it as a mini-play to a captive audience of his wife and sons and whoever happened to be visiting, playing all the parts himself.

INT. DISCIPLINARY COMMITTEE ROOM. BRITISH ARMY BARRACKS. LAZZARETTO – FREE TERRITORY OF TRIESTE.


COMMANDING OFFICER: Let us start with asking how the soldier’s dorm was destroyed in the first place. Some sort of fight broke out involving yourself. Is this correct?

MAURICE: I wouldn’t say that was a fight, sir. More an impromptu boxing match of the bare-knuckle variety.

CO: Let us not talk semantics, Flitcroft. How did it come about?

MAURICE: This chap John Wigmore, a coal miner from Wigan, was, for reasons unknown to me at that time, spoiling for a fight.

CO: And how did you ascertain this goal of his?

MAURICE: Because he was making derogatory remarks about grammar schools and the people who attended them – knowing full well I myself went to grammar school and did not like to hear them cursed.

CO: Grammar-school boy, eh?

MAURICE: Yes, sir.

CO: You do surprise me.

MAURICE: Thank you, sir.

CO: Then what happened?

MAURICE: I made my displeasure known by placing one hand onto his face and pushing him off his chair, sir. This I accomplished with great speed, before he knew what was happening at all.

CO: And I take it this inflamed the situation?

MAURICE: It did, yes, sir.

CO [shaking his head, making a note]: What next?

MAURICE: Mr Wigmore then challenged me to a fight, sir, which I duly accepted on condition that it be fought with gloves on, inside a boxing ring, Queensberry Rules. But he would have none of that. ‘What’s wrong with here?’ he demanded. To which I replied: ‘OK.’

CO: Hm. And where was ‘here’?

MAURICE: Between a row of beds in the barracks dorm, sir. Not, in my opinion, the best spot to engage in a bout of fisticuffs. There was a stove in front of us, not to mention a pile of logs that were stacked next to it.

CO: Logs? Logs? Why are you talking to me about logs, Flitcroft?

MAURICE: They were to play an important role in the part-destruction of the dorm, sir. For when we started to throw punches in earnest, every time I stepped backwards to avoid one of my adversary’s wild charges, I would step upon a log and be sent crashing around the place into all manner of furniture. The logs eventually proved more menacing than the punches that were being aimed at me. Soon there were logs everywhere, causing onlookers to slip. Other fights broke out because of the chaos brought on by the rolling logs, sir. So frustrated were our efforts to stand up properly and fight, myself and Wigmore shook hands and called it a day. But by then the whole platoon were at each other like mad dogs.

CO: Mad dogs on logs? I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous in my life. Like some cartoon strip.

MAURICE: I couldn’t agree more, sir.

CO: Really. Now to how the mutiny came about. I will call upon Platoon Sergeant Arthur Leyton to make his case.

PLATOON SERGEANT: The men had succeeded in repairing the dormitory by the Friday, but had not yet washed it down to my satisfaction. As it was a Friday, the men were parading before they received their pay packets as usual. There was some delay in the payments being made and some of the men, including Mr Flitcroft, made remarks to the effect that they were not best pleased to be kept standing.

MAURICE: Aye, for two hours. All we wanted to do was sit down, is that such a crime?

CO: Quiet, Flitcroft!

PS: You can see the trouble he can cause, Company Commander.

MAURICE: Ah, I don’t agree with—

CO: Quiet, Flitcroft! Get on with it, Platoon Sergeant.

PS: To counteract what I perceived to be a breach of discipline, once the men had collected their pay packets I ordered them not to alight to the mess bar to buy cigarettes and alcohol as is their habit, but to conduct a comprehensive wash-down of the barrack dorm and present their kit, neatly laid out on their beds with themselves stood to attention beside them. I added that the order applied to EVERYONE who didn’t have a good reason to be absent, for example those on guard duty. Those who were absent should leave a note on their bed stating their good reason.

CO: And what happened when you arrived for the inspection?

PS: The barracks had been washed down to my satisfaction, sir, and they had laid their kit neatly on their beds as I had instructed. But the entire company was absent and they had each laid a note on the end of their bed, sir.

CO: All absent? Where were they? Not all on guard duty, surely.

PS: As I read the absent notes I discovered that none of them were on guard duty, sir.

CO: None of them? And what reason did they give?

PS [presenting a piece of paper and preparing to read from it]: I shall read one of them, sir, written by Mr Flitcroft
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