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      For Mam, Stewart and Julieann.

      
      He was great, wasn’t he?

      
   
      
      
      Golden is the Day

      
      Golden is the day

      
      When summer sounds echo

      
      Around my brain

      
      Fortune in the sound

      
      Of golf crack on white roller

      
      As wave crashes by

      
      Ghosts of other greens

      
      Lie around the hole

      
      Lie around the bay

      
      Peter Noble
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      Introduction

      
      Charting a Course

      
      

      
      ‘Take cover under your golf baaaaaaaags!’

      
      Captain Hugh shouts his instruction, dives behind his trolley and curls up in the brace position: knees tucked to his chest,
         hands shielding his head.
      

      
      Donald the greenkeeper shrugs, pulls on his cagoule hood and carries on rolling his cigarette. ‘It’ll pass,’ he says.

      
      Bill, a long-time member of Harris Golf Club and the Happiest Man in the World, points at the sky and laughs.

      
      As hailstones bombard the golf course, Noble Brian and I wonder what to do. Copy Captain Hugh and hide under our golf bags?
         Act all nonchalant like Donald the greenkeeper? Be like Bill and laugh at the sky? Or reach for our brollies?
      

      
      While Noble Brian battles with his brolly and I scramble to join him – I realise I haven’t brought a brolly – the icy onslaught
         stops and the sun comes out.
      

      
      We’ve been caught in a ten-second hailstorm. Another one will probably be along in a minute.

      
      In the meantime, Captain Hugh jumps to his feet and plays his next shot. Donald the greenkeeper takes down his cagoule hood and lights his cigarette. And Bill carries on laughing.
      

      
      Noble Brian watches with amusement as I reach for my five iron and nearly get knocked over by a gust of wind.

      
      Golf in the Outer Hebrides. It’s out there.

      
      That I ended up in the Outer Hebrides, trying to play golf but struggling to stand up, can be put down to my dad’s putter.
         If it hadn’t been for my dad’s putter, I wouldn’t have been there. Had my dad still been here, I wouldn’t have had his putter.
         But he’s not, so there I was, trying to play golf but struggling to stand up.
      

      
      In an ideal world, I wouldn’t have gone gallivanting around the islands of Scotland with a bag of golf clubs, but you never
         know how things are going to turn out, and you make what you can of life. You lose someone you love and you’re lost for a
         bit. An idea emerges, becomes important. You wonder why you can’t – then decide that you can.
      

      
      I followed my heart and charted a course round the far corners of my country. I fell in love with golf again and had the time
         of my life.
      

      
      One rainy morning in September, the Sutherland clan – my mam, my brother, my sister and myself – gathered in the Highlands.
         We couldn’t see the hills for the clouds, but we were glad to see each other.
      

      
      We’d come together to play a round of golf on dad’s birthday, the first since he’d passed away. It was our tribute to a wonderful man who’d loved his family and loved his golf. Our way of dealing with the significance of the date. A game
         of golf would enable us to cope better, make a difficult day that bit easier. Hitting a ball seemed a more appealing prospect
         than moping about the house or having a really bad day at the office. The plan was to make it an annual outing and play a
         different golf course each year.
      

      
      It was me who’d suggested Boat-of-Garten for this first family golf game. I’d heard only good things about the course, that
         it was incredibly beautiful. And this surely was a day for being surrounded by beauty, even though much of that beauty looked
         like being masked by bad weather.
      

      
      I’d caught the first train north from Glasgow and the rest of my family had driven down from the Moray coast. We met and hugged
         on the platform at Aviemore station. There were no tears. We were intent on being strong for one another.
      

      
      As my mam drove the few miles to Boat-of-Garten, it occurred to me how apt the choice of golf course was, at least in name.
         My dad had spent much of his life on boats, leaving school and going straight to sea on board my Granda Sutherland’s boat,
         the Onward. Dad went on to skipper the Ocean Star and the Adonis. And later, after he left the fishing, he became the captain of the Grampian Pride, a standby boat for the oil rigs. And when he wasn’t on a boat, dad was on the golf course. So Boat-of-Garten golf course,
         though in the middle of the Highlands and nowhere near the sea, made some sort of weird sense.
      

      
      Before teeing off, we had coffee and bacon rolls in the clubhouse, watching the rain stream down the windows, obscuring the course from view. Not that the foul weather mattered, for the date was all-important. We’d have golfed in a
         hurricane as long as it was 16 September and the course was open.
      

      
      Between sips of coffee, my brother put forward the suggestion that we have a competition. Nothing too serious, just a bit
         of fun. We wondered what form such a contest should take and all agreed that simply rewarding the best score of the day didn’t
         seem right. Too predictable, too golfy.
      

      
      We were here because of dad and, as much as he loved his golf, he was never hell-bent on winning. Sure he wanted to win all
         of his ties and do well in the monthly medals, but ultimately he played for the sake of playing, because he enjoyed the game.
         It was in this sense that dad was a great golfer. He looked forward to each round like he looked forward to each and every
         day of his life, a life that should have been longer.
      

      
      St Andrews might be the Home of Golf, but to my mind our house in Hopeman was the Home of Golf when dad was there. Mam would
         head off to work and dad would complete his morning errands before walking over to the golf course to join the One o’Clock
         Gang for a round and afterwards a couple of rounds in the bar. And he always made it home in time to have mam’s supper on
         the table for her coming in the door.
      

      
      When I think of my dad on the golf course, I hear his laugh and his reactions to his shots. ‘Ooh-ya!’ when he hit a good one.
         ‘Ooh-ya beauty!’ when he really surprised himself. And ‘Ach!’ when he made a hash of it. I can hear him now. ‘Ooh-ya!’ ‘Ach!’
      

      
      Everyone’s swing is unique, but dad’s was more unique than most. Short like the man himself (he was only five foot eight)
         and quick like his wit (he was very sharp), dad’s swing probably broke every rule in the book and it wouldn’t have looked
         right on anyone but him. But it worked for him. He rarely hit the ball high. Invariably they were low trundlers – handy for
         a windy coastal course. On and on his ball would run, over the humps and through the hollows.
      

      
      The one club dad could never get to grips with was his pitching wedge, but then he’d no cause to use it. His ball could be
         lying 30 feet off the green and he’d pull out his putter. Often he’d get down in two. I was forever on at him to at least
         have a try with his pitching wedge, otherwise what was the point in him carrying one about in his bag? But he just laughed.
         He couldn’t chip for toffee, so he didn’t. I’d play a neat pitch and he’d putt ugly and always end up nearer the hole. It
         was exasperating. He thought it was hilarious.
      

      
      Sitting in the Boat-of-Garten clubhouse, hoping that the rain would let up for at least some of our round, I suggested that
         whoever holed the best putt should be declared the winner. Best being the longest, unlikeliest, most dad-like putt. And we’d
         get a trophy sorted out later. No, not a trophy. Dad’s putter. Whoever holed the most ridiculous putt got to keep dad’s putter
         for a year, until our next get-together. Everybody was in agreement. Rewarding the best putt felt appropriate, plus it sounded
         like fun.
      

      
      A few hours later, I was all made up. The rain had stopped, the sun had popped out and I’d holed the longest putt, a 20-footer
         I’d had no right to hole. The rest of my family declared it the winning putt, following a vote on the final green. Dad’s putter was mine for the next 12 months.
      

      
      We headed off to the Cairngorm Hotel in Aviemore for a few drinks. We talked about the golf and we talked about dad. We laughed,
         remembered, sighed and coped with the backdrop to it all. My mam, brother and sister waved me off at the station and I spent
         the journey to Glasgow reflecting on the day, recalling good times with my dad and thinking about his putter. I’d have to
         pick it up the next time I was up in Hopeman. I wondered if it would improve my putting any.
      

      
      Autumn turned to winter turned to spring. Seven months had passed since our round at Boat-of-Garten. My clubs had gone back
         up to Hopeman that day in the boot of my mam’s car (at my request) and had remained there ever since. You could say I wasn’t
         hitting the golf course that often, not with my clubs 200 miles north.
      

      
      I’d been back to Hopeman a couple of times with my wife and our baby daughter in those seven months and had planned to fit
         in some golf while I was up there, but I’d not quite managed it. Even though the reason behind me having my clubs at my mam’s
         house was that I was more likely to play golf in Hopeman than in Glasgow.
      

      
      In Glasgow, I had found that my clubs just languished in the shed. It wasn’t that Glasgow lacked golf courses. Goodness knows,
         there were enough of them. It’s just that in a decade or so of living in the city, I had never felt like playing any of them.
      

      
      To my mind, none of them could possibly be a patch on my old course at Hopeman, with its views of the Moray Firth, all that
         fresh sea air, the bright yellow broom in the summer months and the wonder that is the Prieshach, Hopeman’s signature hole.
         A stunning par three by the shore with a drop of 100 feet from tee to green. Landscape and challenge combined beautifully
         at Hopeman’s wonderful 12th hole. The Prieshach was golfing perfection as far as I was concerned. And even better enjoyed
         with a beer in summertime and a dram in wintertime. That’s what me and my dad and my brother always did after teeing off.
      

      
      But, as long as I was in Glasgow and my clubs were in Hopeman, I wasn’t playing golf anywhere. That round at Boat-of-Garten
         had been the exception rather than the norm. And I’d done nothing but neglect my dad’s putter since winning it. I’d have to
         give it back in five months’ time and I hadn’t even laid my hands on it yet.
      

      
      As I sat in my kitchen, I calculated that I hadn’t had a handicap in 20 years. Not since school, when I’d last been a member
         of Hopeman Golf Club. For someone who said he was into golf, I didn’t play the game much. Truth was, I was a lapsed golfer.
      

      
      In the Hopeman of my youth, you couldn’t drag me off the golf course. I would run home from school, ditch my bag and get changed
         and run across the field, which was then all that separated our house from the golf club, that field being full of houses
         now. But when it was only a field, I’d sometimes look out of the living room window with my dad’s binoculars to see if any
         of my friends were standing on the first tee. If they were, I’d phone the clubhouse to tell them to wait for me.
      

      
      During the perfect summers of my childhood, we’d be out on the golf course until 10 or 11 o’clock at night. Once we’d played
         enough holes, and there was no one else out on the course, we’d play crazy golf. This involved targeting the wrong greens
         from the wrong tees. We’d try to pull off the most impossible shots and our laughter would ring round the course as another
         ball plunged into the broom. And when we were bored of crazy golf, we’d head back across the field, stopping to climb about
         on the bales of hay, before returning to our homes, worn out but happy.
      

      
      I promised myself that the next time I was in Hopeman – and I’d make it soon – I’d play 18 holes with my dad’s putter in my
         bag. Then I’d bring it all back to Glasgow and actually make an effort to get out on a golf course near my home. That way,
         I’d be in shape for the next family get-together. Yes, I was going to get back into golf in a big way.
      

      
      As I stuck on the kettle, I remembered that I had a golf map of Scotland that I’d got free once with a Sunday newspaper. I
         looked around and found it in a drawer. It was crumpled, but not torn. I unfolded the map on the kitchen table. Before me
         was Scotland and all of its golf courses, hundreds of them, each course represented by a coloured and numbered dot. The Glasgow
         area was covered in dots. There looked to be at least a dozen courses within a few miles of my house. Maybe it was time that
         I tried one or two of them.
      

      
      I looked up at the Moray coast to check that Hopeman was on my golf map of Scotland. Of course it was, next to Lossiemouth.
         I studied the map in more detail. That the Kingdom of Fife was full of dots was hardly surprising, and there seemed to be
         plenty of courses in Perthshire too. One thing that struck me though was the number of islands that had dots. There were more
         island golf courses than I had imagined.
      

      
      I knew that Islay had a golf course. I’d played the Machrie course as a teenager, while visiting my Granny Sutherland on the
         island. My granny, in the later years of her life, had lived on Islay with my auntie and my uncle who was then the manager
         of Bunnahabhain distillery. And I’d tackled the Machrie with my cousin Lawrence. I remember it being a tough gig among the
         dunes with countless blind shots and the wind to contend with. It had been a struggle to complete the 18 and I don’t think
         I broke 100. I wondered what it would be like to go back there now, 20 years later, and take on the Machrie again.
      

      
      Studying the islands, I saw that Arran had no fewer than seven golf courses. I knew of one of them. Shiskine. I hadn’t played
         it, but had heard plenty about it from my friend Johnny, whose family holidayed on Arran every summer and golfed Shiskine.
         It was that rarest of things, a 12-hole golf course. But besides that, it had a mindboggling par three called the Crow’s
         Nest. Johnny made Shiskine sound magical and had urged me to go and play it. I hadn’t got round to it. Perhaps it was time
         I did.
      

      
      I poured myself a coffee and sat down with the map again. There were golf courses in Orkney and in Shetland. There were several in the Outer Hebrides. I was aware that Barra had a golf course. I’d recently sat in Franco’s cafe at Central
         Station, looking at the many postcards that cover the walls. One in particular had caught my eye. A picture of a green with
         the most beautiful beach of white sand beyond it. And I’d thought, ‘I’d like to go and play there one day.’
      

      
      I started counting up the islands that had golf courses. Islay … Colonsay … Arran … Barra … Harris … Benbecula … Mull … and
         stopped once I got to 18.
      

      
      That was it. That’s what I was going to do. I was going to go and play golf on 18 Scottish islands. That would get me back
         into the swing of things. And I’d take my dad’s putter along for the ride. It was a sufficiently daft idea for my dad to have
         appreciated it. After all, daftness is something to aspire to. It can really take you places. Skye … Tiree … Iona …
      

      
      In bringing my dad’s putter to these islands, I would be leaving traces of him on distant greens. That’s how I viewed it anyway.
         A golfing voyage across the seas with a nod to Captain James. Here was a journey worth undertaking. It was time to well and
         truly blow the cobwebs off my golf clubs.
      

      
      A summer of island hopping. Island hacking! No, not island hacking. I was out of practice, but I wasn’t that much of a nightmare
         on the golf course. I’m not the best golfer in the world, but I’m by no means the worst either.
      

      
      My last handicap was 19, I think when I was 19. I’ve had one lesson in my life and that was when I first took up the game.
         I’d have been around ten. My dad arranged for me to have an hour with the local pro who set to work on my grip and by the end of the hour my fingers were in agony.
         I never took another golf lesson. I developed my own swing. My family say it’s a nice swing, and perhaps it is. It’s just
         that the results aren’t always great.
      

      
      The only golf prize I’ve ever won – besides my dad’s putter – was a little trophy at my cousin Marco’s stag-do, when I shot
         the best round at Hopeman, partly because I knew the course and partly because I was the least drunk. I made up for my lack
         of drunkeness later that night in Aviemore when, high on the success of my golfing exploits, I caught up in the drinking stakes
         and surged ahead, getting spectacularly inebriated and becoming something of a liability, slumped on the steps outside a nightclub
         and having to be carried back to our accommodation. Not something to be proud of and it sort of took the shine off my golfing
         triumph.
      

      
      So I’m not the best golfer in the world and I’m not the best drinker in the world. But as far as the golf was concerned, I
         wanted to be pitching up on these Scottish islands with my A-game (the A standing for Acceptable). I didn’t want my islands
         adventure turning into a golfing disaster. I was out of practice, that much was certain. I hadn’t so much as lifted a club
         in seven months. No matter how beautiful the island was, if I was going to shank my way round the golf course, I wasn’t going
         to enjoy it very much. I needed to be reunited with my clubs as quickly as possible.
      

      
      My mind now focused firmly on golf and this ambitious challenge that I’d set myself, I went and scanned my bookcase for golf books. I plucked 100 Golfing Tips from the shelf, not remembering owning such a book. I opened it up and read the message on the first page. ‘Merry Christmas
         to the Sutherlands. Love from Santa xxx, 2003.’
      

      
      It was mam’s handwriting. Dad must not have been home that Christmas. It was the biggest drawback of him being at sea. We
         were used to him being away for weeks at a time, missing birthdays and other special occasions, but not to have him home for
         Christmas, well that was always hard. It must have been hard on him too.
      

      
      My fondest Christmas memory is of a year that dad was home. My brother and I had got up on Christmas morning at our usual
         ridiculous hour and ran through to the kitchen. The night before we’d left a plate of shortbread and a glass of whisky on
         the table, for Santa, and a carrot for Rudolf. What we found was a plate of crumbs, an empty glass and a carrot stalk. Plus
         a note! Except that neither of us could make head nor tail of it. The letters looked all funny.
      

      
      We went through to mam and dad’s bedroom and woke them up and showed them the note. Dad suggested that we hold it up to the
         wardrobe mirror. We held it up to the mirror and read the words THANKS, SANTA. My brother and I were stunned. Dad explained
         that in Lapland they wrote backwards.
      

      
      I had a flick through 100 Golfing Tips – the Sutherland family Christmas gift from Santa that had somehow ended up in my bookcase – to see if I might find some
         tips that could turn me into an accomplished golfer overnight.
      

      
      ‘Golf can be frustrating,’ were the introductory words. Well, I knew that.

      
      Some of the first tips included ‘loosen your muscles’ (what muscles?) and ‘warm up’. Now there was something I rarely did.
         Usually I just teed up and hit the ball. I once played golf with an Ayrshireman who commented on my lack of practice swing
         and wondered if it had to do with the fact that I was from the north-east and didn’t want to waste anything. The cheek of
         the man.
      

      
      100 Golfing Tips was full of tips, at least a hundred of them. There was advice on how to address the ball (‘ball, you shall fly where I intend
         it!’) and the observation that your right shoulder should be slightly lower than your left shoulder and your head slightly
         behind the ball. I tried to visualize this, but ended up thinking it was maybe time to get some shopping in.
      

      
      There were tips regarding stance, backswing, downswing, but none on swearing. I guessed Santa wouldn’t have brought 100 Golfing Tips down our chimney had the book included tips on swearing.
      

      
      This clean-cut bible of advice also dealt with golf in testing weather conditions. Now this was surely useful. I wasn’t banking
         on golfing 18 Scottish islands in bright sunshine. I imagined it might get a wee bit blustery at times.
      

      
      Talking of which, ‘Wind was invented to make the golfer’s life a misery.’ I had to agree completely with the author of 100 Golfing Tips on that one. ‘You can’t beat the wind.’ Oh. I began to worry that strong winds on the islands might render my golf unspeakably
         bad. I enjoyed the tip on golfing in thunder and lightning. ‘The best tip in such conditions is to get off the course.’ I
         decided that I would bear this in mind.
      

      
      Having digested 100 Golfing Tips (or at least some of them) I turned my attention to the only other golf book on my shelves, a dog-eared copy of a book I’d
         once picked up in a charity shop, purely on the strength of its title. Golf My Own Damn Way: Playin’ the Game and Lovin’ Life by John Daly.
      

      
      I once saw John Daly play in the Scottish Open at Loch Lomond. He launched a tee shot into outer space and by the time his
         ball had re-entered the earth’s atmosphere and landed, Daly had scoffed a chocolate bar and smoked a cigarette. He’s some
         man, Daly. I wondered what wisdom I could pick up from the Wild Thing of golf that might stand me in good stead for the islands.
         So I started readin’ Golf My Own Damn Way: Playin’ the Game and Lovin’ Life and, like, learnin’ stuff.
      

      
      ‘Don’t walk onto the first tee cold,’ advised Daly.

      
      But what if it’s freezing, John? We’re talking Scotland here and not even the mainland either. The islands, John. Scotland
         in extremis. What else have you got?
      

      
      ‘Bring enough stick to the dance.’

      
      Pick the right club, I’ve got you.

      
      ‘See your shot before you hit it.’

      
      It’s in the bushes! (Sorry John, a bit of the old Scottish fatalism creeping in there, I’m afraid.)

      
      ‘Check your shoulders.’

      
      Aye, still there. Not that I have any control over them.

      
      ‘Leave the big dog in the trunk.’

      
      Leave the whit? Oh, you mean leave the driver in the boot! All this American talk can get pretty confusing.

      
      ‘No club can bite you in the ass harder if you hit it wrong.’

      
      That’s fine John, but what about the midges?
      

      
      Wise Thing had one last piece of advice.

      
      ‘Hey.’

      
      Yes, John.

      
      ‘Remember that golf spelt backwards is flog.’

      
      You want me to sell my clubs?

      
      Between 100 Golfing Tips and Golf My Own Damn Way: Playin’ the Game and Lovin’ Life I felt ready to take on Scotland’s island golf courses. What I required now, of course, was a plan of attack.
      

      
      Which island should I visit first? And should I draw up a list of islands and tick them off in that order? Or would it be
         better if I just made it up as I went along? I figured that a combination of the two would work best. Some semblance of order,
         with room for improvisation.
      

      
      What about transport? Obviously there would be a fair number of ferries involved, but how was I going to get to the courses
         once I was on the islands? I wasn’t planning on taking a car, mainly because I can’t drive. Hopefully there would be buses
         on the islands. Yes, buses that dropped you off right next to the golf courses. If not, I would walk. Perhaps some friendly
         islander would stop and give me a lift.
      

      
      At least it was summertime, which meant better weather. Better weather by Scottish standards. As in the occasional hint of
         sun and the certainty of rain, but summer nonetheless. The Scottish summer isn’t actually very long. In fact, some years it’s
         barely there at all. And even when it is around, it’s often interrupted by winter. I had to be prepared. Not usually my strong
         point. I needed to pack wisely for the islands. I wondered if my golf bag could double as my suitcase.
      

      
      And what would the actual courses be like? The Machrie was a proper golf course, but they wouldn’t all be like that. I imagined
         stripped back golf in its rawest state. Fields in some cases, with cows and sheep and other creatures. None of these courses
         were on the Open rota. I doubted they had dress codes. Good. I could turn up in my jeans. Dad used to play golf in his jeans,
         although he’d smarten up for competitions by putting on a pair of proper trousers.
      

      
      Right. Time to break out of this city existence and let my spirits – and hopefully my golf balls – soar on these islands.
         But which one first?
      

      
      Within days I was bound for Bute with the Man Who Beat Tiger Woods.

   OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
[5] hachette

SCOTLAND





OEBPS/images/Art_map1.jpg
R

/






OEBPS/images/9780755387939.jpg
A heart warming tale of hooks, lice,feres,
fairways and friendship thatl make you want s
10 pick up a golf club and phone your dad: -8
Charlie Connel, author of Attention Al hipping 43





