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About the Book

There are golfers, and there are golfers. And then there’s Seve.

Severiano Ballesteros is perhaps the most naturally gifted golfer ever to have walked a fairway. From the moment his brother Manuel gave him his first club – a 3 iron – he was unstoppable; he played shots others could only dream of. A few weeks before his seventeenth birthday he turned pro. Five years later he won the Open. A year after that he became the first European ever to win the Masters. A genius had arrived.

For the best part of two decades Seve dominated the golfing landscape. With 94 wins to date as a professional (including 5 Majors), 6 European Order of Merit titles and the No. 1 position in the Official World Golf Rankings, he became a sporting phenomenon, an athlete who transcended – and still transcends – his sport.

But Seve stands for more than simple excellence. Almost single-handedly, Seve gave European golf credibility; almost single-handedly, he made the Ryder Cup one of the greatest contests in world sport. And when, as captain, he finally lifted the trophy on home soil in 1997, a whole continent rejoiced. His pride and passion have inspired millions, and we have taken him to our hearts.

Now, for the first time, Seve tells his story. From his humble beginnings right up to the present day, here at last is the man behind the magic in his own words. Like its author, Seve is utterly entertaining, blazingly charismatic and unique; and, like its author, it wears its heart on its sleeve. But Seve is more than Seve the golfing magician, Seve the proud family man, and Seve the fierce patriot. It is, simply, ‘Seve’.


About the Author

Severiano “Seve” Ballesteros Sota was a Spanish professional golfer and a leading sports figure. He won more than 90 international tournaments in an illustrious career. He first caught the attention of the sporting world in 1976, when at the age of 19 he finished second at The Open. He played a leading role in the re-emergence of European golf, helping the European Ryder Cup team to five wins both as a player and captain. He won the World Match Play Championship a record-tying five times. He is generally regarded as the greatest Continental European golfer of all time and won a record 50 times on the European Tour.


Ballesteros died of brain cancer on 7 May 2011, aged 54.


I dedicate this book to my children and to my brothers
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From Jack Nicklaus

When historians and the golfing public compare the players who shaped our game and were the building-blocks of the global success our sport enjoys, Severiano Ballesteros ranks up there with the best. Seve has earned his place in golf history, and his career accomplishments deserve significant recognition.

The first time I heard of Seve Ballesteros and saw him play was in 1976 at the Open Championship at Royal Birkdale, where he and I tied for second behind Johnny Miller. After that introduction, I knew he was a gifted young player with untold skills, and I began to follow his career with great interest. For many years, his imagination and his creativity with a golf club and golf ball made him one of the most well-liked and exciting players to watch.

Seve’s impact on the golf world, particularly in Europe, is immeasurable. The status enjoyed today by European golfers is due largely to his influence, and his support and passion for the Ryder Cup have fuelled the global fascination for that event.

A great man and great ambassador, Seve has represented his country, his sport and himself with class. I am sure you will enjoy his life story.

Jack Nicklaus


From Arnold Palmer

Perhaps the most significant aspect of golf’s tremendous growth in the latter half of the twentieth century was its expansion internationally into many parts of the world where its potential had long been untapped. Continental Europe for one. More than anything else, the exciting exploits of Seve Ballesteros brought this about.

Seve shook up the European golf world when he appeared on the scene in the late 1970s. He and his game certainly impressed me when I first saw him in action at the Open Championships in those years. Clearly, his style and talent that produced his run of major victories in the Open Championship and the Masters during the late 1970s and 1980s caught the eyes of the sporting public throughout the world and brought a great surge in the popularity of the game throughout Europe.

Although Seve is best remembered in America for his victories in the Masters, he also enjoyed considerable success in his limited appearances on our PGA Tour. Unquestionably, he deserves the recognition he has earned as one of the most prominent and popular players in the history of the sport.

Arnold Palmer


From Gary Player

I have always been absolutely crazy about Severiano Ballesteros. Here’s a man who came from very humble beginnings, but who worked extremely hard to become the exceptional golfer the world has come to know. One of the many characteristics I have admired most about Seve is that he has not been insular in his quest for success. He has played and won all over the world, and that’s what all true superstars do. Seve is one of the most charismatic golfers of all time. He is a very good-looking man with a great smile and he has done a tremendous amount for golf both in his native country, Spain, and throughout Europe, as well as internationally.

I’ll never forget the first time I met Seve, which was at the 1976 Open Championship at Birkdale. Here was this exciting young man playing in the British Open, and, wow, what tremendous clubhead speed he had! He reminded me of a swashbuckling pirate or matador. I think everyone remembers the British Open he won at Royal Lytham & St Annes in 1979, when he drove the ball into the car park at number 16, before knocking it on the green, and stroking that long putt across the green and into the hole for birdie. That was some of the best recovery work and finesse I have ever seen.

Seve played with me in the last round of the 1978 Masters, which I won at forty-two years of age, and he could not have been kinder or more complimentary to me. He gave me the most wonderful hug at the end of the round. Now, here’s one competitor fighting hard against another, but it was a sign of Seve’s true sportsmanship that he could express genuine joy for me at that moment. ‘You taught me how to win Masters in future,’ he said in halting English there on the 18th green, and, of course, he won his first of two green jackets just two years later in 1980. Seve really loves this game and it means so much in his life. We all look forward to seeing him play wherever he tees it up.

Seve is that rarest of golfers. He combines both great strength and a deft touch around the greens. In fact, Seve taught me a great lesson, because I had always believed you needed soft hands for a soft touch. Seve’s hands are actually hard and muscular, so it does not matter how your hands are formed, either you have got that feel or you do not, and he is a true wizard around the greens.

One thing that’s not soft about Seve is his fierce competitive nature. People saw him captain the 1997 European Ryder Cup team. I mean, he was buzzing around the course and the matches, getting involved in each one with everything he had. Here is a man who has won five major championships and numerous tournaments all around the world, so his place in the history of golf’s all-time greatest players is assured.

I would like to say something about Seve the human being, because that is what matters most in life. You know, we must not mix up a person’s competitiveness on the golf course and what they are like off the course.

Seve is extremely considerate of others. He is willing to listen to people’s concerns, about golf or otherwise, and offer an understanding suggestion or word of support. The bottom line is that he has a great spirit and an innate warmth about him, and I am proud to say I love him as both a man and a friend.

Hasta pronto mi gran amigo!

Gary Player


Chapter 1

The Champion who was Born in the Spring

I WAS BORN on 9 April 1957 in Pedreña, a small village in the north of Spain across the bay from the city of Santander. My parents, Baldomero Ballesteros Presmanes and Carmen Sota Ocejo, called me Severiano after my paternal grandfather.

With my three older brothers – Baldomero, Manuel and Vicente – we lived in a house that my great-grandparents had built in 1882. Our rooms were above the stables where the livestock was kept, as was then still quite usual in villages. Manolo, as we call Manuel, and his family now live in that beloved place where I was born, a white, two-storey house, which I still cherish.

My parents worked the land, reared cows and fished. I learned a lot from them, above all the importance of work. My father spent many hours on his feet, but I think my mother was up and about even longer. I would see her cleaning, washing, cooking and ironing every hour of the day and late into the night. She brought us up to love, respect and enjoy life and made us feel that we lacked nothing, even in the cramped conditions in which we lived. Mothers are like that – they want the best for their children, and that’s all they think about. When I think of my parents I would say my optimistic side comes from my father, who never doubted that I would triumph in life, and my more down-to-earth, realistic side comes from my mother.

When I was born Spain was still ruled by General Franco. Franco had been in power since 1939, the year the rest of Europe embarked on the Second World War, and I reached my eighteenth birthday without having known any other ruler. (When he died in 1975, I was with my brother Manolo in Orlando, Florida, trying to qualify to play on the American circuit. I heard the news on a Mexican radio station.)

My father had believed in Franco: he was sure that he was the man to shape our country’s destiny. In fact, he admired the man so much that in 1937, when he was press-ganged into the Republican army during the Spanish Civil War – the Republicans were anti-Franco – he shot himself in the left hand to avoid having to fight. This earned him a twenty-year prison sentence, but he escaped from the hospital where his injury was being treated and joined the Francoist forces, with whom he fought until the war ended.

I grew up in an era when attitudes were extremely strict and harsh. Priests and the military were all-powerful. They were dour, stern and very authoritarian. It was better not to let them see you get up to mischief, and better still if nobody told on you if you had been. I remember several of us kids were once caught scrumping in an orchard. We were taken to the Civil Guard’s small barracks on the edge of the village. I was very frightened, because the sergeant – Sea-bream Eye, we called him, as he was half blind in one eye – threatened to smash our faces in. Just imagine, because we little boys had stolen fruit! But the world is a funny place: I bought the two houses where I’d gone scrumping as a boy. I live in one of them now; until she died, my mother lived in the other.

My parents married in 1944. Their first child, Manuel, was born the following year and their second, Baldomero, in 1947. By the time I arrived Baldomero – Merín as we’ve always called him – was the oldest child. This means, as you must have guessed, that something terrible happened. In the August of the year Merín was born, a lady who helped my mother look after the children took them both to the beach, which was close by. She was walking across the farm when tragedy struck: our horse Blackie put a hoof in a wasps’ nest. The wasps immediately swarmed out in their hundreds and attacked Blackie and the lady with my two brothers. Poor little Manolo got the worst of it, as she couldn’t protect them both at the same time. She ran off frantically with the baby but that left Manuel to the mercy of the wasps. He was stung from head to toe. My parents rushed Manuel to the doctor but there was nothing he could do for him. My parents returned home distraught and Manuel died within twelve hours, in fact on the very day he should have been celebrating his second birthday. It was a terrible blow. My parents couldn’t resign themselves to their loss: they gave the name ‘Manuel’ to their next child. Then came Vicente, and finally myself. I confess that as I was the youngest in the family my parents rather spoiled me, but, to compensate, my three older brothers gave me all the rotten jobs. Before going to school in the morning, for example, my first job was to clean out the cow dung from the stable. Then I went to school, came home for lunch and went back to school in the afternoon.

I was five years old when I started school. The school was about two kilometres from our house, and sometimes I ran all the way. I became a good runner. As a boy, I even won a 1,500-metre race, beating the second-placed by thirty metres. I still have the trophy: it’s the size of a mobile phone. It’s worthless in itself, but it’s always had priceless sentimental value for me. I keep it in my trophy room because, after all, it was in my cabinet long before anything I won playing golf.

After school, I’d go home to help my father milk the cows. Farmers today have milking machines and modern equipment for this operation, but we had none of that. We did it by hand. I would also help my father take grass from the fields to the stable, and to sow, reap and load the harvest in our horse and cart in order to take it home and store for winter in what we called our barn. In Pedreña smallholders harvested their potatoes, beans and maize and stored them in their barns alongside the hay for the animals, which were treated almost like members of the family.

Clearing out the cow muck certainly wasn’t my only task. Every Saturday, for example, I had to clean the whole family’s shoes. But looking after the livestock was really my main responsibility, with some help from Vicente, who was the next youngest of us children. Working together wasn’t always a happy affair, because we’d fight on the slightest pretext. We hit and swore at each another, but nevertheless we always went around together. He’d often get me into trouble – when I wasn’t the one telling lies to land him in it. One of our jobs was to pick the beans and, as I hated doing that, I would just sit there in the field until he shouted at me. Then I’d go home. About fifty metres from the house I would burst into tears and tell my father that Vicente had whacked me. When Vicente got home, my father would hit him, and it was a rare thing for him to lay a hand on us. Then Vicente would get his own back by hitting me, and so on. In fact, whenever any of my brothers hit me, I’d tell my father. My father would always defend me.

Vicente and I were also responsible for taking the cows to pasture and bringing them back at midday. We let them graze freely in a meadow that had an electric fence with a ‘shepherd’, which was our name for the battery. It was four kilometres from our house, but at least we could play when we got there, without a care in the world, because if a cow tried to escape from the meadow, the fence gave it an electric shock and it would run back into the field. Neither we, nor anyone in our house, had a watch, but we knew when it was time to take the cows back to the stable because at twelve the church bells rang for the angelus.

One day the bells didn’t chime. As we were late getting back, my father got worried, and at around half-past two he came looking for us. It turned out that the bell-ringer was ill and the poor man hadn’t been able to carry out his duties. So we had had no idea it was time to go back. That’s something that wouldn’t happen in our age of electronically controlled chimes. The man who rang the bells was called Turín and he was very popular. After his death, a village street was named after him. Turín sang in the church choir and eventually he wrote a song dedicated to my victories.

The story about the bells that never chimed takes me to a bit of family history. My great-grandfather on my father’s side was also a Manuel and his trade was founding bells: he spent his time travelling from one place to another to get orders from churches to make new bells. As my grandfather Severiano wasn’t very keen on a life spent travelling to the ends of the earth, he decided to switch trades and become a livestock farmer. My parents, who continued in the same line, had a small farm with fourteen milking cows; they also grew maize, sugar beet, beans, potatoes and green vegetables. Before the 1960s, the local economy was based on milking cows and growing maize and vegetables. It was subsistence farming: most people lived on their milk production and crops although they also fished, especially for clams and the shellfish that we called morgueras, which you open, squirt with lemon and swallow.

Our village lacked a lot of things. All Pedreña had was a church, a few stone houses, three bars and a pharmacy. At school we didn’t even have a cheap football – we had to make do with a ball we made from rags and old shirts. On the other hand, we could easily have a game of marbles. How times have changed!

The only place you could make a telephone call in Pedreña was from a small exchange that was managed by an old lady by the name of Angelita. Naturally, she listened to every single conversation, in particular to the sailors who were away from home for ages and called their families from distant ports once or twice a month. Angelita knew what was happening in every household; to make matters worse, she was the confidante of the village priest. Nobody liked that at all, because he had a habit of telling all in his sermon during Sunday mass.

By the time I was twelve or thirteen things had begun to improve. At the end of the 1960s, only two thousand people lived in the eight villages in the Pedreña district, and we were only three hundred in Pedreña itself; nowadays the village has a population of almost thirteen hundred.

The one thing Pedreña did have was a golf club, the Royal Club of Pedreña. The course was next to the meadow where we grazed our cows, and it was very important to all of us who lived near it. The members sometimes found villagers jobs in Santander; and there was always work going there caddying – which would earn you a few extra pesetas.

From childhood, Vicente and I liked golf a lot and, when we took the cows to graze, we’d take along an 8 iron that one of the club members had given us and practise our short game. We’d almost always play with stones, but occasionally we’d use real balls that we found or stole from the club. Once we slipped over the wall on to the club course and left the cows to graze in the meadow. We played so hard that we didn’t hear the church bells. We ran back to where we’d left the cattle, but they’d all disappeared. It turned out that they’d broken the fence and gone back to the village by themselves. They were roaming at will. When we got home, our father was very angry and told us to gather them together and shut them in the stable, which was exhausting and took us more than four hours.

People have often said I was a born golfer, that it was my destiny. They reckon I’ve been blessed genetically – that my right arm is almost four centimetres longer than my left. (If you’re right-handed that gives you a huge advantage when it comes to hitting the ball.) But the fact is my right hand isn’t any longer than my left; it’s just that I have a slight stoop. It may have helped me to play golf; it has certainly given me back trouble. The truth is the day I was born in Pedreña any idea that I might have a career as an international golfer wasn’t even a dream, it was pure fantasy.


Chapter 2

The Lone Ranger

OUR FAMILY IS montañesa – after La Montaña, the other name given to Cantabria, because of its mountainous contours. I was brought up in a loving family and I played all the usual childhood games with my brothers. As soon as we had finished with our chores, we would be off outside. We were all sports mad, and we played everything. I liked running and boxing a lot, and I still do both.

Outside the family, I was mainly a solitary, rather taciturn boy. I had a couple of good friends at school, like Corino, El Zurdi (‘The Southpaw’), who died at the age of nineteen when he fell into the hold of the boat where he’d started to work, but it was only later that I found myself a wide circle of friends, among the boys who worked as caddies like myself. We’d go to the beach and play football.

I say that our family was sports mad, and we were. I even tried my hand at rowing, but I didn’t like it, because it was such hard work. Rowing is a traditional sport in the north of Spain, especially in the Basque country, Galicia and Cantabria. Every summer important competitions are held along the coast. My father was Spanish champion in trainera racing. Traineras are big, open boats with fixed seats where fourteen men sit, thirteen rowers and their cox. Pedreña is renowned in this sport. I remember there was a huge fuss when it was decided that Pedreña’s team should only include men from the village itself. As my father and Uncle Andrés were originally from Rubayo – a neighbouring village – they were thrown out of the team. In response, they and other rowers formed a new team in Peñacastillo, a village on the other side of the bay.

I can still remember my father taking the village taxi to go to train in Peñacastillo after finishing work on our smallholding. I really loved accompanying him and I think he liked me to, because he would give me the ham roll and Coca-Cola all the rowers got after their training sessions.

My father was a fighter, and he would never give up. Every year I’d go with him to Solares, a village about eight kilometres away where there was a flour mill. We would bring back enough maize flour to keep us in bread for a whole year. For supper we children would eat a big cup of milk and a bread cake, made from maize flour mixture, as big as a plate, that was baked in the oven. Then we’d go to sleep.

Ours was a family of modest means and we couldn’t afford anything that wasn’t essential without making lots of sacrifices. In my case, when I was nine, I couldn’t even take First Communion like the other children. The First Communion ceremony and party are a big Spanish tradition and the village custom was for children of the same age to take it together in the village church. However, to save the expense of a party, my parents decided I would take my First Communion at the same time as my cousins, Marisol and Maricarmen, got married. There were no photos and the suit I wore was the one my brothers had worn before me.

My mother had inherited the house where we lived from her Uncle Vicente. I think that really upset my maternal aunts and uncles; certainly, relations with my mother’s family were strained. Uncle Vicente had left my mother the house because she was the only one of them who had looked after him when he was ill and living by himself. The others only appeared at the hospital when he was dying. When they brought the conversation round to what would happen after his death, they said, ‘Well, uncle, we expect you’ve made your will; as you’re a good man, we suppose you’ve done things fairly?’

‘Don’t worry, I’ve treated you all equally,’ he said.

They got nothing. Uncle Vicente left my mother the house and several plots of land. The rest of the family, of course, were livid and envious, and as a result some of my mother’s siblings badgered my grandfather Marcelino into disinheriting her. Consequently we had almost no contact with my mother’s family. But despite everything they did to her, my mother never spoke ill of them. My mother never spoke ill of anyone. She always chose her words very carefully. When she went to the cemetery, she’d take a bouquet of flowers for her parents, for her dead son Manuel, and for Uncle Vicente. When I go to the cemetery to take flowers to my parents and Manuel, I also pray for Uncle Vicente, because my mother loved him dearly.

The family house had a living room and a kitchen with a coal fire where we ate. We all sat at the table, except for my mother who’d stand up to eat because she was always busy serving food or cooking. There was only one washroom, at the back of the house, but for years that didn’t have even a bath. Our only source of entertainment was an old radio, but it gave us all a lot of fun, particularly my mother.

As I mentioned, all the rooms were on the top floor; the animals’ stables below provided us with heating in winter. Of course, my parents had their own bedroom. So too did Baldomero and Manolo; Vicente and I shared a bed in another.

Our room was tiny. It had just enough space to fit a bed and bedside table. We called it ‘the dark room’ because it didn’t have a window, unlike Manolo and Merín’s, which was the best in the house. Sharing a bed with Vicente wasn’t easy. He kept pushing me during the night and he would end up shoving me out of bed; every morning I’d wake up shivering to death on the straw mat. What’s more, I was always very frightened before I went to sleep, because I could hear large rats prowling in the loft we used as a pantry.

I’ve always had a very special relationship with Vicente. We were as close as could be, and perhaps because of that we were always trying to get the upper hand. When Vicente came home from doing his military service at the base in Zaragoza, he brought back lots of pairs of trousers with him. It so happened – unusually – that I had some money in my pocket. I bought twelve pairs from him – for fifteen hundred pesetas. I thought I’d got a really good deal, but it turned out that he kept wearing the trousers, even though I’d bought them from him.

‘Vicente,’ I asked him one day, ‘why are you wearing those trousers? They’re mine, I bought them from you.’

‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘but our deal didn’t say I couldn’t wear them.’

Something else I vividly remember are the crème caramels. My mother made excellent crème caramels: a big one for my father and small ones for the four of us. Naughty Vicente would sidle up to me and say as persuasively as he knew how: ‘You know, Seve, these puddings are so small, if you only eat one, you won’t even notice it; wouldn’t it be better if one of us ate both of ours?’ Adding immediately, ‘I’ll give you five pesetas for yours.’ And that’s how it always ended: he’d have two and I’d eat none. I spent the five pesetas on going to the cinema. But we would always look out for each other. We still do.

Years later, a neighbour rang me at around 11.30 one evening to say that someone was burgling Vicente’s house. By the time I got to Vicente’s, the burglars had fled, but a neighbour saw their car had a German number plate. I immediately rang my cousin Severiano, who is now mayor, and he put the local police on to the case. They soon caught four Yugoslavs. My brothers gave me a good telling-off. They said I shouldn’t have got involved, since the burglars must have been a dangerous crew.

I mentioned that I spent those five pesetas I got from Vicente on going to the cinema. I liked going to the cinema, but money was always tight. El Casino, the village cinema, had an attendant – an excellent person – who’d collect up the tickets; his name was Cuco and to a child he was as tall as Frankenstein. The films were all black and white – some were even silent. They’d première a film every Sunday at 4 p.m., because people went to Mass in the morning. So each Sunday we boys would play at who could roll a coin nearest to a line drawn on the ground. On one occasion I lost and had no money to see the film. I went back home, took a toy boat I had and sold it for the five pesetas I needed to get in. The boat was worth much more, and the boy who bought it from me knew how to make the most of my situation.

Mrs Fidela would park her mobile stall near El Casino and sell knick-knacks, sunflower seeds, chewing gum, hazelnuts and a lot of titbits. As I never had enough money left after I’d paid for my ticket to buy even a sugar-coated biscuit, I had to have all my wits about me. During the intermission, I’d take advantage of a moment when she was selling something to barge a boy in the crush and send a few titbits flying to the ground. While she stooped to pick them up, I would pocket something I fancied, a little bag of hazelnuts, sunflower seeds or whirls, and run back into the cinema. I may have been a shy little boy, but I was also mischievous.

It was in El Casino that I saw The Lone Ranger for the first time. The Lone Ranger was special to me: every time I made my plans to watch the adventure series they were showing on television, I felt like him. Of course, when I was young, we didn’t have a television. (We got our first set, like our first clock, very late in the day, when Manolo brought them back after he’d played a golf tournament in Tenerife.) So to watch television, we had to go out. The first set to arrive in Pedreña was set up in one of the bars, El Culebrero (‘The Snakecatcher’). It was about two hundred metres from my house and I’d disappear there to see whatever series they were showing.

As a kid I’d often go to sleep in my parents’ bed, because my mother was always up late washing up, cleaning the kitchen and getting things ready for the following day. I’d wait for my father to fall asleep and then I’d escape to the bar. As they wouldn’t let me in at night, I’d stand in the street spying through the window on Roger Moore playing Simon Templar in The Saint, and David Janssen in The Fugitive. I couldn’t hear a word of what they were saying, but I was fascinated by the images. During the day I had no problems. When school ended I’d run out to catch Daniel Boone, which was shown at four o’clock. And we kids never missed an episode of Bonanza. As every series was dubbed in Mexico, we found it funny to listen to all the people speaking Mexican Spanish and not our kind.

But golf was what I liked most. Whenever I could, I would slip off to the golf course. From very early on I was a kind of ‘lone ranger’. I was seven when I got hold of my first piece of golfing equipment: the head of an old club. It was only that. A head. But when I had that, I searched high and low for a long tree branch that would serve as a shaft; when I found one I slotted it into the hollow in the head and put it in a bucket of water so that the wood would swell and make the shaft fit tighter. No need to say that my rough-and-ready shaft had no grip. I say ‘shaft’, but I should really say ‘shafts’, since they lasted no time at all. People get very upset when they lose balls, but imagine what it’s like losing a club all the time, for the shafts rarely survived more than a day.

And it wasn’t only clubs I had to improvise. I made my first strokes with pebbles. Later my brothers gave me balls to hit, and I’d practise in the meadow and on the beach, with holes I made from a tree branch and a handkerchief. Quite often the holes existed only in my imagination. It’s how I started to play golf.

As a young boy I learned by trying to imitate my brother Manolo. I started by concentrating on his swing; and then he spent a lot of time helping me with mine, even to the detriment of his own game. I am sure if he hadn’t been so generous, Manuel would have won many more tournaments in addition to the 1968 Biarritz Open, the 1976 Spanish championship and the 1983 Timex Open in Biarritz, when he relegated Nick Faldo to second place.

For my eighth birthday, Manolo gave me a real golf club as a present, a 3 iron. By that time I’d begun to work as a caddie at the golf club although I wasn’t allowed to play on the course, because caddies were banned from doing so. Diego Portilla, the caddie master, was responsible for enforcing the ban and did so rigorously, but I never worried about that. My enthusiasm for golf and boyish spirit of opposition made the impulse to do whatever was forbidden quite irresistible. At dusk and at dawn, and on many a warm moonlit night, I’d slip on to the course to play – now equipped with balls rather than stones. Some days I’d even truant. I found it more natural to go and play golf than to stick my nose in a book. After lunch, when I was supposed to go back to school, I’d leave my books and satchel by some big pipes set up to take water from the course, extract the 3 iron I’d hidden there and go on to the golf course. I’d usually make for the second nine holes where there weren’t so many people playing. I’d generally manage a couple of holes without any problem, but then I would have to hide so as not to be seen by the members. I’d emerge and play another hole when I saw the coast was clear. Then I’d go back to the pipes, very reluctantly hide my club, pick up my books and go back to school. In the evenings, back home, my parents always asked: ‘What did you do at school?’

‘Did the best I could,’ I’d reply and they were very pleased, convinced I’d been studying hard.

The truth was that I never studied; consequently I didn’t pass a single subject. And it gets worse. When I was twelve, I was expelled from school. It wasn’t golf’s fault, although by then it was my only real school. One day, in class, I discovered a couple of pages were missing from one of my textbooks. I wasn’t to blame, but my teacher didn’t think twice before punishing me. As was the custom in those days, she made me turn the palms of my hand upwards and hit me hard with a ruler. She badly hurt my hands – and my pride.

When I got home at lunchtime, my parents weren’t around, because they were out fishing. Angry and upset, I sat down at the table and found a bottle of wine my father had left ready for supper. I drank a couple of glasses before heading back to school. When I entered the classroom I was so tipsy that I got up on the podium, grabbed my teacher and started to rough her up. They had no choice but to expel me.

In time my parents realised it was futile to force me to go to school, as all I wanted to do was play golf.

‘All right,’ they said, ‘if you want to go to the golf course and play or be a caddie, that’s fine, but you must go for private tuition every evening.’

And that was how I both made progress with my golf and improved my attitude to studying. My parents were making a big sacrifice on behalf of my brothers and me by spending money they didn’t really have to help us with our schooling. They sent me to the same teacher who taught Vicente – she was the owner of a restaurant called El Puntal. I’d go to her five days a week from half-past seven to nine every night. It was very late for me, but it was worthwhile because I could devote every hour of the day to playing golf. And I did. When my father let me leave school to work on my golf full-time, he gave me a warning I never forgot. Even now I repeat it to my own children: ‘Remember, if you want to come first in anything, you have to prove yourself.’


Chapter 3

The Boy who Played by the Light of the Moon

IN THE NINETEENTH century the aristocracy and wealthy inhabitants of Madrid wanted to escape the stifling summer heat of the capital. The place they chose as their refuge was the beautiful city of Santander. The city was soon such a popular destination that the royal family came to take a dip in the ocean like the rest. In response, the city built the Magdalena Palace for them. But the palace wasn’t the only benefit Santander’s royal connection brought to the region.

In the summer of 1928 Santander held several functions to honour the presence of the Spanish king and queen in the city and its environs. One of these took place in Pedreña, on the Contrajón highland. Those present included King Don Alfonso XIII himself, along with many local dignitaries and members of the nobility. That gathering would change the lives of the inhabitants of Pedreña, because it led to the establishment of a golf club, the Royal Club of Pedreña. Everyone there could see the potential of the terrain – its peaceful, sheltered nature and beautiful views – and a subscription was immediately opened, led by the king. The Duke of Alba enthusiastically championed the initiative, as did Her Excellency Mrs María Luisa Pelayo and the Countess of Revilla de Camargo, along with many local dignitaries and members of the nobility like the Duchess of Santoña, Maria Luisa Pelayo, Paloma Falcó, the Duchess of Alba, the Marquis of Villabrámiga, the Count of Revilla de Camargo, Ramon Quiyano, Gonzalo Garcia de los Rios, Walter Meade, the Count of Sclafani and Ramon Lavin del Noval.

Of course, a golf course needs a lot of space. The total area comprised some 68 hectares, and 282 small farms had to give up their land (my maternal grandfather Marcelino was among those affected). For the privilege, the locals were paid less than one peseta per square metre. The prestigious English architect Harry S. Colt was contracted to build the magnificent 18-hole course, while the clubhouse was designed by Don Valentín Lavín del Noval, next to a quay that had disappeared. Gradually, as you can read in books of the time, the character of the region changed: ‘Trasmieran cows would no longer graze on the Contrajón meadows, village boys no longer carried fodder for the cattle, but the gentlemen’s golf clubs. Customs had changed. The people of Pedreña kept their local expressions, but also got to know golfing slang. In the cattle markets in Solares they could boast they were multilingual.’ The village of Pedreña had been shorn of a large part of its most valued possession, its land. But in compensation, I think God had foreseen the gift to the village of other ways of earning a living, because when the golf course opened, it provided jobs for the locals. Later on, because the majority of members were well educated and of good social standing, they were able to find caddies or their relatives jobs in Santander. As the years went by, the villagers were no longer so dependent on agriculture and fishing. The club would bring economic prosperity to Pedreña, providing steady jobs and good wages to caddies and their families. And of course it gave those living in the region the opportunity to become golf professionals.

Nowadays, the Royal Golf Club of Pedreña has a national and international reputation because of such names as Sota, Carriles, Cayarga, Ocejo, Rozadilla, Roqueñi and Ballesteros. In fact, Pedreña is now the number one village in the world in terms of the ratio of golf professionals to inhabitants.

The Royal Club is the course where I had my first experiences of golf. Like lots of other people from Pedreña, my brothers Merín, Manolo and Vicente earned a few pesetas acting as caddies. From the age of six I was eager to follow in their footsteps. At the time, like other kids, I’d search out lost balls on the course to sell back to club members. I also went to see my Uncle Ramón Sota, the club coach, play and train. In 1965, Ramón came sixth in the Masters at Augusta; Jack Nicklaus, Arnold Palmer and Gary Player were the first three. As you can see, he was rubbing shoulders with the best. He bought a car with his prize money – it was one of the first three in Pedreña. He won several Spanish championships, the French, Brazilian and Dutch Opens and a few other tournaments. He became the best golfer in Spain and among the best in Europe.

I loved to watch Uncle Ramón play. He had a good swing and struck the ball consistently. That’s how I learned, by watching other people; I can almost say I taught myself. I remember how one night – because Ramón always trained until late – I found a twenty-five-peseta coin on the way home, and he came over and said: ‘What a stroke of luck! Don’t say anything to your mother and let’s go to El Culebrero and have a glass of wine with hot chestnuts.’ He’s probably forgotten this episode but I remember him taking me to the bar and spending the twenty-five pesetas there.

I may have watched him play in order to teach myself, but there wasn’t much communication between us. Ramón was very withdrawn. Once, when I’d just started out as a professional, I played with him, and my brother Manuel, who was just beginning to shine, in the Ramón Quijano Memorial. It was only my third pro tournament and I had a two-metre putt at the last hole. I knew I had to hole the putt to force a playoff with Patricio Garrido. It was a very tense moment for me, because I was so inexperienced. Ramón, with all his experience of international tournaments, came over and said: ‘It’s now or never.’ I played and missed. Perhaps he shouldn’t have said anything.

I showed how golf-mad I was from a very early age and followed in my brothers’ footsteps by carrying players’ clubs and watching them play. I was happy playing, even though it meant truanting or stealing on to the course at dawn or on nights when a full moon was shining. In the autumn or spring, when the days were longer, I’d wait for everyone to leave the club before stepping on to the course. I’d spend hours and hours at the 2nd hole, which is a par 3 that runs alongside the road and can’t be seen from the clubhouse. (But you can see that hole and a good part of the rest of the course from the house where I now live!) I even made a little course in the field behind our house, with a tomato tin for the hole and a handkerchief on a stick for a flag. I played approach shots for hours and I swear the hole seemed incredibly small. I spent hours and hours practising between the ages of nine and fifteen. If my short game was outstanding it is because during those years I practised approach shots and putts all the time. I even hung up a fishing-net in the stables at home so I could hit balls at it late into the night. My mother would call me in and I’d hear my father telling her: ‘Let the boy practise!’

The moment the opportunity presented itself I also started to work on Saturdays and Sundays as a caddie for the club members. I spent the money I earned on going to the pictures and buying titbits I no longer had to steal from poor Fidela. But it was very hard being a caddie, since we weren’t allowed to do anything – and certainly not play on the course. They wouldn’t even let us practise our swings. I was once punished with a week without work because I disobeyed that rule. Everything was so rigid and class-bound that, when we went to the equipment room, we weren’t allowed to walk in front of the clubhouse: we had to go round the back. Members who were eating on the terrace got annoyed if they saw us. They were harsh times and such behaviour was ridiculous!

The caddies were the responsibility of a caddie master, and if we did something he thought was wrong, he’d report it to the club management, which would take appropriate measures, almost always a suspension. Caddies were paid a fixed tariff of twenty-five pesetas per bag, along with a tip of thirty, forty or fifty pesetas, depending on how well your player thought you’d worked for him. Sometimes they claimed you had lost a ball or hadn’t been watching the game carefully in order to get out of paying. Given that, we caddies had to be on the alert: I can tell you from experience that the proverb that says hunger sharpens the wit is true. In our case it wasn’t ‘hunger’ so much as authoritarian attitudes and the lack of fairness that sharpened our wits. We were always thinking of ways to rile our charges. As the majority of members were wealthy people who played golf very badly, we’d take advantage of that to steal their balls. We weren’t so foolish as to take balls from the bag, for they would have rumbled that straight away, but when they hit a ball into the rough we’d tread on it and bury it. We’d mark the spot and come back later to retrieve it, and then we’d clean it and sell it to the man in charge of the changing room. He’d then re-sell the balls to the members, who could thus buy back their own balls several times. In fact, many members were better players than they thought, because we made sure they lost at least one ball per round.

We caddies couldn’t play on the course. Or, to be more accurate, we could play once a year, when the caddies’ championship was held. The caddies’ championship had three flights, and which flight one competed in depended more on one’s ability than on one’s age. The first flight played thirty-six holes over two days; the second, one round in one day, and the third, a mere nine holes. We played with clubs that members lent us, because they were expensive and we didn’t own any. We would train with a club a member had given us or even one that we’d stolen. These usually came not from locals but from foreigners. When we were carrying the latters’ bags to the car, a club could easily go missing on the way. It was the law of survival.

The same went for the balls we played with. For the championship, it was traditional to play with balls that members had lost but we were supposed to hand them in to Diego, the caddie master, at the end of the 18th hole. So at the 16th or 17th hole we’d start to hide the balls we had left. As Diego would never have believed that we could end up at the final hole without any spare balls at all, we always kept back the well-worn ones to give him. If he got angry he was capable of banning you from the following year’s competition.

At the end of each championship the club paid for a celebratory meal, but only those in the first five places of each flight could attend. It was another example of how stingy the club could be. Almost all the club’s old guard were followers of Franco, little dictators who mistreated and even insulted us. It wasn’t unusual for them to call us idiots. One day, one of them, for whom I was caddying, messed up a shot at the 12th and in a rage picked up his club and hurled it into the distance. He looked at me, pointed in the direction he’d hurled it and said: ‘Hey kid, get moving!’ And, naturally, I had to fetch it. We caddies had to keep quiet and obey. If you said or did anything they didn’t like, the club would suspend you – or even throw you out. This happened to a caddie by the name of Cotera when a member threw his club far away and ordered him to bring it back.

‘Hey, for God’s sake, get a move on!’

Cotera, who was no doubt already in a bad temper, was very upset by his tone and retorted: ‘You know, sir, I’ve just had an idea. Why don’t you go and get it yourself?’

That sort of arrogant attitude was the norm, but not all the people at the club were like that. Men like Valentín Valle or Santiago Ortiz de la Torre, for example, always behaved decently. They acted in a pleasant, respectful and friendly manner towards everybody.


Chapter 4

A Fright on New Year’s Eve

ONE OF THE players I got to know best as a caddie was an old Englishman I called Mr Michael. He played all over Spain, but he was particularly fond of the Royal Club of Pedreña. Mr Michael was an aristocrat – well, I used to think all Englishmen were aristocrats – who lived in Andalusia. He was a quiet, elegant man who smoked a cherry-wood pipe that I thought he never lit, as it never gave off smoke. I liked working for him – he always treated his caddies very well. Often when he was weighing up a potential shot, he’d ask me for advice, even though he knew full well I wasn’t in a position to give him any because of my age and lack of experience. Sometimes, just to say something, I’d suggest a tactic that owed more to my imagination than reality. As he listened, he’d smile good-naturedly and explain why what I’d said wasn’t feasible. Over time I realised it was his way of teaching me. One day he said something really strange, and it has stayed etched in my mind: ‘The day when you play calmly, enjoy yourself and don’t fuss; when you feel what you’ve achieved is the fruit of what you’d planned, you’ll be a great success.’ For Mr Michael the best player in the world was the one able to play in a relaxed manner – the one who could have fun. I think he felt that he belonged in this category – even though he wasn’t good enough to play in a competitive tournament. One day, he asked me to play with him not as a caddie but as his guest. I played fairly well and I was very happy with the day. ‘If you persevere, you’ll become the best golfer in the world,’ Mr Michael told me as he gave me his putter as a present. It was the last time I saw him.

Another of my favourite players was Dr Santiago Ortiz de la Torre, a paediatrician. Although he was the member who tipped the least money, I never stole a single ball from him. When I carried his small bag for him at weekends, he would let me play with him and his friends. On more than one occasion, the director of the club reproached him for this, but he was a man with a strong personality and replied: ‘The boy’s good company and I play with him because I’m a member and I’ll play with whomever I want to.’

Even though the doctor was a bad player I didn’t mind, because when I went out with him I could play on the course and use his clubs. In fact, it was the only way I could since the club’s elitist regulations otherwise prevented me. I’m very grateful to Dr Ortiz de la Torre for this and also for his other kindnesses. Occasionally he gave me tickets to see a Racing Santander football match and he always took a genuine interest in my health and my family’s. When he saw that I was wilting, he’d make me take a course of vitamins to get my strength back.

When I’d started to play as a professional, I tried to repay him for his kindness. I’d give him new balls as a present, for he always used old ones. I remember once when we were playing the 8th hole at Pedreña – the 8th is a very narrow fairway – he lost two balls. Then he lost two more at the next. When it came to his next turn to play, I said ‘Hit away, Don Santiago.’ ‘Well, unless I cut off a ball of my own, I don’t know what I’m going to hit,’ he replied.

Long before Mr Michael gave me his putter, Manolo, as I have mentioned, had given me an old 3 iron. The number 3 is a club that’s very difficult to control, especially for a young boy like I was, but I couldn’t have cared less. Beggars can’t be choosers. So, although it was a tricky club, I practised with it all the time. That was how I learned to play different strokes; from a bunker, with a ball in a bad lie, and so on … I think the fact I had only a single club to play with and that it was a 3 iron helped me to learn much more in less time. I had to hit high and low shots, short and long shots, on the fairway and from the depths of the rough, all with the same club. If I had had a full set of clubs – or even half a set – each club would have given me different distances and flights of the ball. The 3 iron gave me a huge set of advantages, for thanks to it I developed my ability to improvise and to play the characteristic shots that shaped my career as a professional golfer.

I also have the fondest memories of my first pair of spikes. These were a present from Casimiro Gómez, who was in charge of the male changing room. I took the shoes home the minute I got them – they were leather and were a member’s cast-offs – and the first thing I did was to grease them with horse fat so they’d last longer.

Of course, my playing time on the course was always limited. When I did manage to slip surreptitiously on to the course I played with my brother Vicente and two friends, Emilio Cayarga, whose grandfather was my first teacher in Pedreña, and Tasio, who’d give me balls in exchange for use of my 3 iron. They’d come to our house, because you could see the course from there. When the caddie master Diego, whom we nicknamed ‘Chin’, and the security guard, Quintás, left through the gate we knew it was our cue: ‘Come on, quick, off to the course, Chin and Quintás have just gone.’ But until I was thirteen I continued to practise my drives, approaches and putts on the beach. At the time, the beach in Pedreña reached to where the practice links are today and the sea almost lapped against the clubhouse. The road that now runs between the club itself and the sea was built, like the practice links, on reclaimed land. At the beginning of September, the sand on the beach at low tide was very smooth and fast. It was a lot like a green. However, as you moved away from the breakwater it got drier and coarser and much like the sand you’d find in a bunker. Playing on the beach was very useful practice but it wasn’t enough and, as I couldn’t play on the course by day, I started to slip in at daybreak and nightfall, especially on nights when there was a full moon.

It was a very strange experience to walk around a golf course at night, because all the reference points that help estimate distances vanished. The landscape became a grey space where the dark mass of trees made little impact and I found it hard to follow the flight of the ball, especially as I was soon hitting my 3 iron 150 metres. I knew where the shot was
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