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Golf at the Gallop – George Duncan 

Although there is no way to know definitively, I get that sense that there was not as much media 

frenzy following golfers one hundred years ago. If there were, no doubt Scotsman George Duncan 

would have been branded for years as the “best player never to have won a major.” Duncan 

squandered a third round lead to lose the 1910 British Open at St. Andrews to James Braid; he was 

the second round leader in the 1911 British Open and ended up finishing eighth. He also made top 

10 finishes in 1906, 1907, 1912 and 1914 as well. Unfortunately there were no Opens contested 

between 1915 and 1919 due to the war, robbing Duncan of his prime golfing years (he served in 

the Royal Flying Corps).  

When golf resumed after the armistice Duncan returned to his peak form and won the 1920 Open 

Championship held at Royal Cinque Ports, Deal. During this era the tournament was contested 

over two days, with 36 holes played each day. His two rounds on Wednesday were both 80, leaving 

him thirteen shots behind the leader. After his first day debacle, he walked around the club grounds 

to look at the exhibitions of equipment that club makers had out for sale.  He bought a new driver, 

used it in the competition the following day and achieved one of the greatest comebacks in Open 

history, beating a strong field that included Harry Vardon, Ted Ray, James Braid and Walter Hagen 

to win the Claret Jug. His feat is even more impressive because he played with only nine clubs! 

His record still stands as the greatest 18 hole recovery by a Champion Golfer. 

 

George Duncan’s autobiography Golf at the Gallop 

This month we feature a look at Duncan’s autobiography, written in 1951, when he was sixty-

seven. The book takes its unusual title Golf at the Gallop (D & J D20080) from his style of play, 



which was very fast. From an early age Duncan was a firm believer in getting up and hitting the 

ball without much fuss. In his autobiography, he recounts the story of how he started caddying at 

age eight in Aberdeen. The player he was caddying for was so bad and so slow that Duncan 

couldn’t take it and walked off the course. He despised little things such as head covers, which he 

felt took too much time to take off and put back on clubs. Dropping a head cover and walking back 

to retrieve it was a capital offense in Duncan’s book. He was also not a fan of extended player-

caddie conversations, which he derided as “committee meetings.” 

The first part of Golf at the Gallop (110 pages) is autobiographical and Duncan also offers his 

opinions on many of his contemporaries of the day. It provides a detailed perspective on golf 

between the first and second World Wars. The second half of the book (82 pages) is instructional; 

Duncan gives swing advice. He had a self-described “upright flail swing” and called himself a 

sergeant-major in relation to teaching golf. One of his main concepts was “opposed power” which 

appears to focus on weight shifting and favoring the right side over the left. Apparently, he was a 

respected teacher since none other than Bobby Jones sought his advice at the 1920 Amateur at 

Muirfield. Jones was shanking his irons and hooking his woods prior to the tournament and 

Duncan gave him advice on how to fix them. 

 

George Duncan in mid-swing 

Duncan’s success continued after his 1920 Open victory. He finished in the top five at the Open 

for the next four years including a heart-breaking one shot loss to Walter Hagen in the 1922 

championship. He also won the French Open at Chantilly and played on the first three Ryder Cup 

teams. He was the playing captain for the victorious team in the 1929 Ryder Cup, which was held 

at Moortown, the first played on British soil.  

Duncan toured the U.S. playing golf in 1921 and wasn’t particularly impressed with the quality of 

the courses on the vast continent. He singled out as exceptions Pine Valley, Myopia Hunt Club, 

Cypress Point and the National Golf Links of America as being particularly fine, so he had a good 

eye. He mentioned that he had a “Red Indian” as his caddie at National (presumably from the 

nearby Shinnecock tribe) and that he found the course “very much to my linking.”   



A 1915 profile of Duncan in American Golfer called him a “very agreeable Scot with a bright and 

engaging personality.” James Braid had the following comment after observing Duncan in 

competition, “I can’t make him out; he plays so fast that he looks as if he doesn’t care, but I suppose 

it must be his way. He’s the most extraordinary golfer I have ever seen.” It would be interesting to 

hear Duncan’s take on green reading books, laser range finders, golfers walking around greens 

endlessly looking at a putt from every angle and professional players who waggle their hands a 

half dozen times before they execute a shot. It’s safe to assume he would not approve. 

Duncan published two other golf books, Golf for Women (D & J D20140) in 1912 and Present 

Day Golf with Bernard Darwin in 1921 (D & J D20230). 

 

- John Sabino 


