Robert Wade OAM interviewed at his home, 118 Menzies Malvern, cnr. High Street
and Glenferrie Road, Malvern at 10.00 a.m., Monday 27 February 2012. Interview by
Brendan Moloney. Also present, Golf Society of Australia committee member
Virginia Gorrell.
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Robert A. Wade OAM, AWI (LM), FVAS, FRSA (UK), PWS (UK), AWS (USA), ISMP (USA), KA
(USA), MHSMA (Mexico).

Long recognised as one of the leading traditional watercolour artists in the world, Melbourne artist
Robert Wade is also generally regarded as one of the world's foremost golf course painters. His
watercolours have received 12 major awards in England, France and the USA, and more than 120
awards in Australia. He has been a member of the Metropolitan GC since 1952, playing from a
single figure handicap for many of those years and winning two Metro Foursomes Championships
partnered by Michael Clayton. A member of the National GC since its inception, the Golf Society of
Australia and the Australian Seniors Golf Society, he has a deep knowledge and love of the game
which is translated into his paintings of many of the great courses of the world. His painting of St
Andrews, reproduced on the United States Golf Association's Christmas card in 1992, is included in
the survey book '300 Years of Golf Art'. His work appears in clubhouses in many countries
including: the R&A, St Andrews, Scotland; The Ryder Cup Room, Wentworth GC, UK;
Huntercombe GC, Oxfordshire, UK; Gullane, Scotland; Royal Dornoch, Scotland; World Golf Hall
of Fame, USA; Royal Wellington GC, NZ; Royal Melbourne; Royal Sydney; The Australian,;
Commonwealth; Croydon; The Heritage; Keysborough; Kingston Heath; Kingswood; Metropolitan;
Huntingdale; Riversdale; Rossdale; Rosebud; Spring Valley; Sorrento; Peninsula; Yarra Yarra; The
Dunes; The National; Flinders; Victoria; Woodlands and many more. -- from the book Robert
Wade's Art of Golf.
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Robert Wade was born on 29 July 1930 in Box Hill, son of Albert and Lillian (Harding) and has a
younger brother, Jim. He was educated at Auburn central school and Scotch College. At the
beginning of World War II the family moved to Hawthorn and then Glen Iris. He has been a
member of Metropolitan Golf Club in Melbourne since 1952 and is a foundation member of the
National Golf Club. His second wife, Ann, won the club championship at the National and was
runner-up four times. Between them they have eight children and 18 grandchildren.

“My father was an artist,” he recalled. “From the time I could walk and talk, I believe at the age of
11 months, people used to ask me what I would do when I grew up. My answer was always be an
artist like my Dad. I never wavered for my whole life. You won't see any of my father's work. He
was a graphic artist or a commercial artist as they were called in those days. He did a lot of work,
for the Regent, State, Majestic and Lyceum (theatres). They were big displays. That's where I cut
my teeth. I was allowed a bucket of paint and a three-inch brush to paint an area of the desert for
Gary Cooper in Beau Geste. My children don't paint. I am so thankful and grateful that it passed
from my Dad to me.

“After Scotch I went to the university of hard knocks. My Dad was 39 and I was in my last term at
school and 18 when he died. That was the day I left school and took over the company and ran it for

the next 40 years.

“I got into golf because Tom Crow was a mate of mine at school. He and a few others were always



talking about golf. I came home one night and said to Dad that I'd love to play golf. I played
football, cricket, tennis, baseball and anything else that was going. He said he'd talk to Uncle Bill,
his brother. My uncle took me up to Croydon and before I even stepped on to the golf course he had
a lesson arranged with Des Ferguson, the pro. Then we went out and played. I loved it. Uncle Bill
told me I had a great idea of the swing and I had to be a member of a club. Two weeks later I was a
junior member at Croydon. Uncle Bill gave me a bag of clubs - two wood, three iron, five iron,
seven iron and putter. There were not many bunkers at Croydon in those days. Once I started
playing, all other sports went out the window. They were so wonderful to me at Croydon. They did
not have any junior members. They treated me like an adult.

“I started with a 27 handicap and it rapidly came down to eight. I played in the Croydon pennant
team for a couple of years. I think I only lost one game. I am doing a painting at present for
Southern GC. I played my first pennant match there in 1952. The previous Sunday we had gone
there and played 36 holes in practice, which was the normal thing then. In the morning I hit a five
iron into the par three on the front nine and it went into the hole and came out and sat on the lip. In
the afternoon, into the wind with a four iron, I did exactly the same thing again. I turned to the
blokes I was playing with and told them I was destined never to have a hole in one. I was right.

“My best handicap was four. When I started to run the company I worked and worked and worked.
It was not a happy thing for an 18-year-old to come in and tell them how to run the company. I said
to my mother that [ would never rest until I could do every single thing in the place better than
anyone else. I worked until 10 o'clock every night and then I'd go home and practise drawing and
painting until two o'clock and be back at work at seven. I did not have a great deal of time for golf. |
just played on Saturday. The business, A.A. Wade Displays, was at 606-608 Burwood Road,
Hawthorn, phone WA 3327. Those phone numbers used to be good. If someone gave you his
number, you'd know straight away where he lived.

“Croydon did not have enough players for a junior championship. Hal Kent and I were the only
ones so they put us in the B grade championship and we met in the final. I beat him 2 and 1.
Afterwards he invited me down to Metro for a game. I'd walked around the course and watched
Peter Thomson win his first Australian Open there in 1951 but I'd never played it. We played on the
Saturday and on the Sunday night Ian Mclntyre, a mutual friend, rang and asked if I would like to
play at Metropolitan. I said I'd love a game. He said he did not mean coming down for a game but
becoming a member. I could not believe it. It was like winning Tatts. You could not get into Metro
with a gun. It was like Fort Knox. By Wednesday night I was a special member at Metro. That was
June 10 1952.

“It was almost like a shrine when you walked into the old clubhouse which they are knocking down
even as we speak. I am not going down because I know I would cry. There used to be a hushed
atmosphere and you spoke quietly. If Collis Arnold, one of the greats at Metro in those days, came
in we would all stand up. He'd ask us how we played and we'd call him Sir. We'd never dream of
calling him by his first name.

“Things have changed over my 60 years at Metro. So has the big gum tree in front of the clubhouse.
It is sicker than ever, wired up all around. We have been warned about it. My last position at the
club was on the plantation committee and we were told it would have to come down. We were told
that when we started the new building we would be disturbing the earth all around it and it would
only last a couple of years. I told the captain that when the announcement was made to the members
I would refuse to be chairman of that meeting. Actually, I have known that tree longer than 60
years. [ have known it since I was six years of age. It was featured in the old Australasian
newspaper calendar as the oldest ficifolia in Australia. It has been on our caps and jumpers and
things. It does not flower as much as it used to but it is still a magnificent tree.



“I'm told the wires holding the tree together are similar to those holding up the big magnolia in front
of the clubhouse at Augusta National. I would not know. I've never been there. When I was going to
America a lot my agent told me he had arranged a game for me there and I knocked it back. He said
most golfers would die to go there. I said, Not this golfer. I think it is the most trumped up, artificial
golf course I've ever seen. The courses I like to play and particularly the courses I like to paint look
as if they have been there for ever, as if someone has just come in and mown them and put in a flag
and a tee. So I told him, Thank you but no thank you. He could not believe it. I have no regrets
about this and it has made a good story over the years. I'd much sooner play the Moonah or Ocean
courses at the National. They are as natural as you can get.”

Did vyou introduce fellow Golf Society member Mike Clayton to Metropolitan GC?

“Yes. Mike's grandfather, Mr R.F. Clayton, was senior history master at Scotch. He taught me
British history. His son Geoff, Michael's father, and I were friends at school. When his name started
coming up in the schoolboy events, somebody said that was Geoff Clayton's son. I though, Good
Heavens, because Geoft was hopeless at sport. I played in a trade day out at Eastern and I spotted a
great swing. Someone told me that was young Mike Clayton. At that stage he was about 14 and
playing No. 1 in their pennant team. That night I rang Geoff and told him that while he had a great
swing, his ability would not be realised to its fullest if he stayed at Eastern. He said he'd been
thinking about that and had been approached by a few clubs. I asked him about Metro and he said it
was out of their reach. I told him it wasn't and took Mike down and we had a game. He was
seconded by John Wilson who was also a member of Karrinyup. In his first game as a member
Mike hit his shot from the rough on the left of the fifth fairway to about six feet. I said, Great shot,
and he said, That's three. He said his ball moved when he addressed it. He was the only one who
saw it. I thought this kid was okay. He has always been like that.”

Is it true that you carried him to victory in the club foursomes championship?

“Oh yeah. Some years later he said we should play in it. I said, You wouldn't want to play with me.
He said, You are kidding. I could never thank you enough for what your have done for me. We won.
It was a great excitement for me. It was 36 holes of stroke at that stage and we were playing the 35
hole with Glynn O'Collins, the club champion at Peninsula and Metro, and John Coffey, another old
school mate. Scotch blokes bob up all over the place. We are square and Michael has hit his second
on the the very front of the 17" green and the pin was right up the back and on the slope. I knocked
in a 75-footer for for a three and the opponents three-putted. We won the last as well. We won it
twice. In the third year we were beaten by John Wilson and John Kelly who eagled the 16'. Still, I
am proud to have my name on the honour board with Mike.

“I also played pennant for Metro. My first match was against Geelong at Northern which was in the
middle of nowhere in those days. I played a fellow called Bill Winters and won 2 and 1. It was the
last match of the season so I was undefeated in A Pennant. I then played B Pennant for a number of
years but work made golf difficult. In advertising, everything has a deadline. When one job goes
out, there is another one or two to take its place. We had some substantial clients like Coles, Myer,
Massey-Ferguson, Vulcan Oil Heating, Brashes, Holeproof and others. They'd ring to say they were
having a sale and they wanted the posters in all their stores around the state by Friday. Sometimes
we had to work all night. Golf was pushed to the back burner, although I erected a net in the back of
the printing shop.

“All I ever wanted to do was paint. I designed and did the artwork for all the printed matter we did.
With a young family, time was limited. I painted when I could, always in watercolour. I think
watercolour and golf are the same. You never get on top of either of them. Then just when you think



you've got it...I don't want to sound egotistical but I had five rounds in a row at Metro of 72, 73, 72,
73, 71. I thought I would never fail to break 80 again. It was terrific. Next week was the Medal of
Medallists and guess who did not break 90.

“With the watercolours, I had a bit of time when we went away to Mount Martha most years with
the kids. I'd sit on the beach or go up the track and do some painting. I never lost my interest in it as
a fine art and I went to exhibitions in the city. In those days there were no parking meters. I could
park in Collins Street and duck into the Athenauem and see (the works of) John Loxton, who was
one of my heroes, Harold Herbert and Hans Heysen. One day Mr Loxton was there and he gave me
some advice. That was quite something...

“In 1977 I decided to concentrate on painting. I went to see an exhibition by an old friend, Robert T.
Miller, whose work I had always admired. He told me I should be a member of the Watercolour
Society. He was the impetus. I got going again. I set myself a plan of what I hoped to do in five
years. It all happened in about a year. [ had luck running with me hot and strong. Because the
business could be left with the manager, I started travelling overseas. Being recognised and
accepted there gave me more confidence. I wrote my first book and it was a world best seller in its
class. They wanted me to teach in America and all around the world. I'd had 40 years in the business
and had done what I had wanted to do with it. It had provided the kids with a good education. At
this stage I met Ann who was so encouraging in what I did. That is how it all started.”

Can yvou remember the first painting you sold?

“It was to a lady at 25 Weybridge Street, Surrey Hills. I'd always had an incredible memory, until
about five years ago. It was a funny little painting of an outdoor dunny in the back yard of my
uncle's home at Shoreham. It was surrounded by magnificent trees. I turned it into a little work hut
rather than a dunny. The price I asked was four guineas. It was in an exhibition of the Victorian
Artists Society and I still have that catalogue. I am a hoarder. Four guineas was not a lot. Eight
guineas was a good price and if you were talking about Hans Heyson or John Loxton, you'd be
looking at 25 or 30 guineas...Greg Norman has one of my paintings of Turnberry where he won the
British Open. David Graham saw some of my work when he was playing the Victorian Open at
Metro. He contacted me and said he'd love a painting of Metro. I sent it to him but he did not pay.
After 12 months I wrote to him and told him I was only an artist and did not play for $1 million
each week. He paid. He apologised that his manager had not taken care of it. Ben Crenshaw has
one. He has a great interest in the history of golf. His painting is of the course at Brookline in
Boston where he won the American amateur championship. The course is also famous for Francis
Ouimet winning the US Open with a tiny caddie called Eddie Lowery. Eddie went on to make a
fortune out of scrap metal. So did Tom Crow.

“Tom rang me out of the blue to tell me he had just sold Cobra to American Brands before I read it
in the paper. He did not tell me it was $75 million. At school, if you were trying to guess who would
be the most successful businessman, Tom would have been at the bottom of the list. He would have
been at the top for the most successful sportsman. He could play any ball game you mention. At
Scotch we had a prefects' table tennis championship. He actually played right-handed although he
was a left-handed bowler in cricket and he played golf right-handed. I played Tom in the first round
and he played left-handed. He still beat me 21-nil.

“He was later manager of Precision Golf Forging in Sydney for Clare Higson. We went out to the
factory and Tom took me for a tour. He knew every member of the staff and their families. He could
also perform any job that was being done in the factory. He knew the whole thing backwards. He
decided to have a go on his own after than and went to the States and started Cobra.”



You also know Tony Bennett. How did you meet him?

“It was nothing to do with golf. I was at home when we were living just near Riversdale. The
Melbourne Hilton called and said Mr Bennett was on the line. I thought that he was unable to sing
that night and wanted me to fill in for him. He said, Mr Wade, my name is Bennett and I am one of
your greatest fans. I asked him if he was the Tony Bennett who left his art in San Francisco. He
said, That's me. He asked if he could come and visit me right away.

“He arrived at about two o'clock and stayed until about five. He said it was one of the best days of
his life. He invited us to the show and we went in to the Hilton. They had tables of 10 but they'd set
a table for two in the middle. Just before the show finished the head waiter said Mr Bennett would
like to see us at the stage door before we left. He said to let him know whenever we were going to
the States. At that stage my son was a stockbroker with J.B. Were in New York and we were going
to the States quite frequently. I gave him a call when we next went there and he flew down from
New Jersey where he was performing with Frank Sinatra. He flew down to have lunch and then
flew back again for the performance. He is the loveliest man. He is so natural and humble. We've
laughed together and cried together when one of his best friends died and they rang while he was
here. He is a good painter. He went to art school before he sang.”

Your paintings are seen in some unexpected places, including at public golf courses. How did this
come about?

“About 20 years ago I donated a golf painting to the then Anti Cancer Council and have been doing
it every year since. The first one was Bright and the second Ararat. There is also one at Royal Park.
It all came about through Tony Charlton. He has been a member at Metro for 60 years and we have
been friends for ever. He said they were raising money and asked if I would help. The deal was that
the top fund raising clubs would go into a hat and the winner would get a painting of the course.
The winners for the last three years have been Kingswood, Keysborough and Southern. They were
all on the way to the Cape (Schanck) so it was handy. It was easier than going all the way to
Toongabbie.”

How did vou find a good hole to paint at Royal Park?

“With difficulty. I saw Peter Thomson at a funeral, actually, and asked him if he could give me a
clue as to where I should look. He said he did not know what I was going to do but he would be
very interested in the result. I went out on a shocking day. There was a howling northerly blowing
and the temperature was in the 40s. I wandered around and suddenly saw a green with a bunker and
a lovely tree. As [ was doing some sketching a group of players came along. One of the guys asked,
What are you doing there, mate? I told him I had a painting to do for the club. He said, Jeez, aren't
you Robert Wade? He told me he was doing art at the University of the Third Age and he'd just
finished a wonderful self-portrait of himself. You can't really do a self-portrait of anyone else. We
had a nice chat. The painting is bolted to the wall for security.”

You were a foundation member of the National. Why did you join? A lot of people were predicting
the scheme would never get off the ground.

“That's what I said about it too. Who would go to Cape Schanck to play golf? When it was
advertised in the paper, I thought if there was ever a project doomed to fail, this was it. Two of my
boys played the Cape Schanck (public) course and looked at the new layout. One of them who is
quite entrepreneurial came home and said I had to see it. We drove around and Peter, my son, said
the only word for it was sensational. Ann was taken up by the whole thing as well. We sold the
house at Phillip Island and built a new one down there. We moved in on 11 March 1988 and the



club opened the next day. I hit off not long after seven o'clock on a wet, windy Cape Schanck day
and putted on greens that were quicker than a table top. I thought, Bloody hell, what have I done?
We thought that life without Metropolitan did not exist. Ann has been a member there for 57 years.
But we soon realised what a great place it is. It appeals to me in two ways. The old course is
magnificent. And it is a magnificent area with the ocean and coast views. We've had 24 very happy
years down there.

Do you recall playing in the 1955 Presidents Cup. a knock-out event at Metropolitan?

Yes. It is still played. My first opponent was Bill Rogers and we finished square. In those days if the
match finished square, you had to replay it. So we played again the following week and I beat him.
Then I played Jack Vawser and we finished square. I called him, Mr Vawser. He was one of nature's
gentlemen. We had to play again. By this time, the draw is really messed up. Everyone is waiting
for us to finish our match. I did beat Mr Vaswer and then I met Marshall Baillieu. We finished
square, replayed and finished square again. We replayed yet again and were all square playing the
54" hole. I managed to win it one up. They changed the rules after that because it had taken seven
weeks to decide three matches. I lost the semi-final to Bruce Vawser, Jack's son.”

You have taught a lot of artists. Do you enjoy this?

“Yes. Painting is a very insular occupation. You are stuck in the studio all day long. I'm an outgoing
bloke. One of the leading teachers in America said I should do some workshops. She offered to
organise one for me in Maine. Teaching carries the thing on. I've had so much from the profession. |
want to give something back. It just grew. I made so many wonderful friends. That is what I miss.
We don't travel now. I've had heart surgery, prostate surgery, two new knees, you name it, and I can't
get travel insurance any more. I miss the wonderful companionship. The e-mail and the phone are
great but nothing beats being able to put your arm around someone or shake hands.”

Peter Thomson also paints. Has he ever asked you for advice?

“No. I did not know him personally when he was at the height of his career but have always
admired him as being a man of great integrity and a great ambassador for Australia. He does come
to the studio sometimes. He says it gets him worked up to start again. I don't think he has gone back
to it.

“I first saw him at Croydon on a Sunday afternoon and he would have been 19 or so. He came out
with a fellow called Bill Owens who was the curator at Royal Park. Peter cruised around in 64. In
those days no one went under 68. Breaking 68 was like breaking the sound barrier but he had 64.
He did it so easily and without any fanfare.”

Have yvou based your style on the works of other painters?

“Everyone starts out copying. I copied Hans Heysen and Harold Herbert. That is okay as long as
you don't copy for the rest of your life or exhibit them and claim it is your painting when it is not.
The golf painting came a long time after I'd made my name as an artist. Tony Charlton came into
my office in Burwood Road where I had a painting of Metro on the wall. He asked if it was mine
and said he did not know I painted golf courses. He asked me to do three for the brochure for the
Vic Open. I did three of Metro and Kingston Heath saw them and wanted three done. Then
Commonwealth wanted one and it went from there. [ am one of the luckiest blokes you will ever
see. Apart from losing my Dad and being forced into the business, my life has been spent doing
what I love doing and getting paid for it.”






