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F course Darren Clarke has other 
things on his mind than being 
desperately worried about what sort 
of performance he will produce in 

the Open at Royal Troon.
As Europe’s Ryder Cup captain, he is 

consumed by what will happen between 
September 30 and October 2 at Hazeltine, not 
what happens in Ayrshire this month in the event 
that he won half a decade ago.

It sounds entirely plausible – understandable, 
even – but it is a deeply inaccurate assumption. 
Clarke is unquestionably acutely bothered about 
what happens at Troon. 

Retaining the Ryder Cup might be his No 1 
target this year, but he would dearly love to put 
on a show on the historic west-coast links.

In fact, it is this level of eagerness that has 
hampered his golf over the past five years. Ever 
since he won at Royal St George’s in 2011, 
Clarke has been a golfer with a point to prove – 
even if to the watching world he didn’t have to. 

It would be wrong to suggest he is haunted by 
what has happened since Sandwich, but he is far 

from content with it either.
Winning the championship he holds most 

dearly has turned out to be a burden for a larger-
than-life character that you would presume could 
comfortably carry the expectation that comes 
with being the ‘Champion Golfer of the Year’.

In fact, Clarke’s burden is his own expectation. 
His persona as the Guinness-guzzling life of the 
party is not one he has had to artificially cultivate 
– he loves a pint, and the more exciting things in 
life. 

He hasn’t sought to alter his image either; it 
quite suits him, even though underneath he is 
tremendously ambitious and driven.

He is the secret school swat. The pupil who 
laughed off revision and assignment deadlines but 
was quietly diligent and ambitious.

NCG caught up with the Northern Irishman 
in the Bahamas – fits the persona doesn’t it? – at 
the Abaco Club, which he has been a member of 
since it opened over a decade ago. 

He retreats here whenever he can, and indeed 
it provided the platform for his Open triumph, 
which came as a mild surprise to the golf world 
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ROYAL TROON HOLE BY HOLE

1st SEA
370 yards, par 4

A straightforward opening hole that 
bends slightly to the left with a great 
view from the back tee, one of many 
we have enlarged at Troon. Another 
bunker has been put in front left of the 
green and the best angle of approach 
is slightly to the right of the green

2nd BLACK ROCK
391 yards, par 4

Colin Cotter, Andrew’s brother, has 
done some wonderful research on 
Troon to help us. During the war years 
there were just three greenkeepers for 
54 holes and this became a smaller 
green. To the right we have extended it. 
It gives so many more pinning areas
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given it was widely accepted his 
peak years of Major contention 
in the 2000s had passed. 

“Winning the Open when I 
did might have surprised some 
people, but it didn’t surprise me. 
I was playing great,” he states 
in that familiar assured, staccato 
manner.

“I came out to Abaco, which 
I love, and put some good work 
in. I spent two weeks there; I 
was supposed to go to Malaysia 
but Chubby [Chandler] said ‘go 
to Abaco with the wife and kids, 
practise there. I went back to 
Europe and won in Majorca at 
Pula, shooting a 69 to win quite 
comfortably in the end.

“The Open was two months 
after that and I was still hitting 
it well by the time that came 
round. The week before at the 
Scottish Open at Castle Stuart I 
absolutely ripped it but then just 
had a bad Sunday. So I was in 
good form.”

Even so, Clarke’s volatile 
temperament – close friend 
Lee Westwood believes he can 
gauge his daily mood merely by 
examining his posture – meant 
that despite a promising lead-up 
to his arrival in Kent, he was 
soon fighting demons.

“My attitude was awful 
in practice when I got to 
Sandwich to be honest,” he 
admits, an expression of candour 
spreading across a face turned 
deep mahogany by the spring 
Bahamian sun.

“But then I spent a couple 
of hours with Bob Rotella and 
went out and played ridiculously 
relaxed. I accepted all the 

outcomes you get there, any bad 
breaks and any bad shots.

“When I have won my 
WGCs and big tournaments I’ve 
always been relaxed and calm 
– and I wish I had been able to 
be like that an awful lot more 
in my career. I don’t know how 
I managed to do it those weeks 
but am glad it did. 

“If I feel as if I’m putting 
better, my whole game seems 
to be better, and that’s what 
happened to me that week. I 
didn’t putt fantastic, but I was 
pretty solid.

“I can’t put my finger on what 
was different 
that week. I 
was just very 
comfortable.”

Clarke opened 
with two 68s 
and finished 
early on Friday 
with a four-
under halfway 
aggregate. When 
the inclement 
weather of Saturday arrived, his 
sturdy frame and links upbringing 
saw him shoot 69 as everyone else 
bar Americans Dustin Johnson 
and Rickie Fowler wilted. That 
effort put him out in the last 
group alongside Johnson, a shot 
back, and three strokes ahead of 
the pack.

Clarke was briefly caught 
by Phil Mickelson – who was 
six under for 10 holes but then 
missed a short putt at the 11th 
and then chased too hard – but 
eagled the 7th and backed it up 
with nine solid pars to clinch 
victory. 

Johnson got within two but 
inexplicably hit it out of bounds 
at the 14th. It left Clarke with 
a strangely serene climax to a 
Major that had been both long-
awaited and perhaps long given 
up on.

“You never think ‘it is my 
day’ up until you’re on the 18th 
green with a couple of shots 
ahead. You never know what’s 
going to happen. 

“A couple of good breaks 
went my way. On the Saturday 
I played as good as I could play 
from tee to green and I didn’t 
really get anything out of it. On 

Sunday I played 
not bad, got a 
couple of good 
breaks but at the 
same time I hit 
lots of great putts 
which burned the 
edges and didn’t 
go in. So it sort 
of balanced out. 

“I did not 
take anything for 

granted until I was on the back 
edge of the 18th green. At 17 I 
was not going to make anything 
worse than bogey, as I was trying 
to play the last two holes pretty 
smart, and I hit a really good tee 
shot off the 18th tee right in the 
middle of the fairway. I tried to 
play my best, and my best was 
enough to win.”

The assumption was that 
the mother of all parties would 
unfold in Kent that evening and 
Clarke admitted when he met 
the world’s media the following 
morning that he had yet to have 
a minute of sleep. 

Darren Clarke stunned the golfing world when he secured his first and only Major title at the 2011 Open at Royal St George’s at the age of 42. He finished three strokes ahead 
of American duo Dustin Johnson and Phil Mickelson. He had previously failed to finish in the top 10 in any of the Majors

‘All I wanted to do afterwards was 
practise harder and harder - but 
unfortunately the game doesn’t always 
give you what you think it should’

‘The week after 
the Open was 
a bit of a blur, 
and I wouldn’t 
change that in 
the slightest’
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ROYAL TROON HOLE BY HOLE

3rd GYAWS
379 yards, par 4

Another short par 4 for the pros, who 
will hit an iron down the right short of 
the burn and then approach a green 
that slopes away from you. A lovely 
view from the tee which is hard to the 
beach

4th DUNURE
555 yards, par 5

Two bunkers on the left were put in for 
the previous Open and made the hole 
too tight. We just flipped the inner one 
over the outer one, so they are more 
on the left to encourage taking the 
drive on. The second bunker on the 
left is new, just ahead of the green

Again, though, the Clarke 
contradictions are evident, 
taking great pleasure in receiving 
congratulatory texts while being 
reluctant to indulge in the 
familiar custom of drinking from 
the Claret Jug.

“Actually nothing went in the 
jug overnight. I’m a little bit of a 
traditionalist. I love the thought 
of whatever might be put in the 
trophy, but I’m a little bit of a 
2-iron as opposed to a rescue, 
I’m that sort of guy. 

“I feel a bit funny about 
putting stuff in the Claret Jug 
that shouldn’t be in there.

“I had so many texts from 
when I finished until the next 
morning, from Major winners, 
[saying] ‘welcome to the club’, 
which was wonderful.”

After the party came the 
familiar urge to work, the 
inability to be satisfied with 
what had been achieved. Not 

complacency, but being satisfied. 
To enjoy the moment, to step 
back and recharge the batteries 
for the next big battle. 

Not for Clarke. After the 
initial binge came the desire to 
grind. And he admits it’s been 
counterproductive, just as it 
always has been.

“The week after The Open 
was a bit of a blur, and I wouldn’t 
change that in the slightest, not 
in a million years,” he insists.

“But then after that I threw 
myself into my practice, with 
a mindset to work harder. I’ve 
been like that my whole career.

“I won my first tournament at 
Knokke le Zoute in 1993, I beat 
Seve, Faldo and the whole lot of 
the players of that great era.

“But all I wanted to do 
afterwards was practise harder 
and harder – but unfortunately 
the game doesn’t always give you 
what you think it should.”

He denies feeling a need 
to justify himself as an Open 
champion and there is no reason 
to think he is not being honest. 
Who knows, though, whether 
it is subconsciously nagging at a 
more thoughtful character than 
his garrulous persona suggests. 

Certainly his results since 
Sandwich have generally been, 
frankly, appalling. 

He has not finished in the top 
100 of the Race to Dubai in any 
of the four seasons since, and his 
average finishing position has 
been between 67th in 2014 to 
81st last year. The results do not 
equate to the effort expended.

“Practice and hard work 
does not on its own give you 
golf tournaments. There’s also 
a point of benefit where the 
‘harder I practise the luckier I 
get’ mantra that Gary Player 
came up with becomes counter-

productive.
“You end up doing too much 

and that is what I have done 
since the Open. 

“Bad times in golf are more 
frequent than the good times. 
You know, I’ve always been 
pretty hard on myself when I fail 
because I don’t find it very easy 
to accept that.

“And there’s been times I’ve 
been completely and utterly fed 
up with the game. But friends 
and family and Chubby have 
said, ‘get out there and practise 
and keep going, keep going, 
keep going’, and that’s why won 

the Open.
“I spoke to Pete Cowen about 

this recently. I said to him ‘Would 
I change winning the Open for 
four-and-a-half years of playing 
so poorly it is not even close to 
the way I want to play? No.’”

Perhaps not. But there will 
not be many more teeing it up 
at Troon in July more eager to 
show their worth. It is a venue 
Clarke has played well at in the 
past – second in 1997, 11th in 
2004 – and it might just spark 
some better play from the Open 
champion of 2011, if he can get 
out of his own way.

‘It is beyond 
price’

Clarke on the thrill of being 
the Open champion

“To get my name on the 
Claret Jug, it means more 
than anything. It is beyond 
price. There are huge 
financial benefits, but it’s 
more to have my name on 
there.
What’s even more important 
was to get home and see my 
boys have the trophy in their 
hands and look at their dad’s 
name on it.
There’s winning 
tournaments, there’s winning 
big tournaments, but there’s 
winning Majors, which is just 
a little bit different.”

My Bahamas 
bolt hole

Why Clarke retreats here 
whenever he can

“Whenever I’ve a week off 
from the tour and other 
commitments, you generally 
find me at the Abaco Club. 
It’s got everything I want - 
and Alison and the boys love 
it too.
“The golf course is fantastic 
– a proper course – the 
fishing is world class, the 
food is magnificent and it is 
a beautiful spot. I don’t know 
anyone who wouldn’t enjoy 
the white sand and the blue 
water. And the cocktails!”

Clarke loves escaping to the Abaco Club in the 
Bahamas (main) with his wife Alison and two sons. 
The Northern Irishman (top right) boats a solid 
Open record at this year’s Open venue, Royal Troon. 
He finished tied-11th 12 years ago, while 1997 saw 
him come joint-second. He will undoubtedly already 
have one eye on captaining Europe in the Ryder Cup 
(right) this autumn at Hazeltine

‘There’s been 
times I’ve been 
completely fed up 
with the game’


