PREVIEW

The Phantom of the Open

+ Q&A with director Craig Roberts and writer Simon Farnaby

At the age of 46, happy-go-lucky crane operator and all-round lovable family
man Maurice Flitcroft (Mark Rylance) feels it’s time to try his hand at
something new. Deciding on a whim that golf is his new calling, the budding
sportsman sets his sights on mastering the game. But Maurice is not a man
to do things by halves, and in a turn of events that you just couldn’t make up,
he secures a coveted spot in the qualifying round of the 1976 British Open.
With the enduring support of his loving wife and disco-dancing sons, Maurice
borrows some books, buys the clobber and gets hold of a set of clubs.
There’s only one problem; he has never played a round in his life.

Adapted by Simon Farnaby from his book The Phantom of the Open: Maurice
Flitcroft, the World’s Worst Golfer (co-written by Scott Murray), Craig Roberts’
film is a heartfelt celebration of an eternal optimist who never let his sporting
inadequacies stand in the way of his dreams. You'll laugh. You'll cry. All hail
the underdog!

bfi.org.uk

Genesis of the project

More than 14 years ago, actor/writer Simon Farnaby and producer Tom Miller
first spoke about the story of Maurice Flitcroft, the crane driver-turned-golfer
who pursued his unlikely dream of playing the British Open, shooting the
event’s worst-ever score.

Miller recalls, ‘Simon told me the true story of Flitcroft and it just sounded
fantastic. Not only is it a really funny story because Maurice is a natural
eccentric, but | also think it had something else to say about hope and
dreams. It was so much more than just a sports story.’

Miller and Farnaby made some research trips to Barrow-in-Furness, Cumbria,
in northern England, to meet Maurice’s old friends and surviving members of
his family, and to learn more about the man behind the headlines. On one of
those trips, sports journalist Scott Murray came along to help sniff out the
Flitcroft story.

Murray says, ‘Maurice’s story needed to be told properly. It was in danger of
being lost in the mists of time, which was absurd really; it’s one of the great
jump-the-rope sporting stories, a proper real-life romp — though his heroic,
bittersweet battle to achieve something tangible, despite having been dealt a
bad hand in life, and his desire to get the better of The Man, transcends mere
sport. Maurice was bursting with humanity, and his tale does t00.’

Farnaby wrote a treatment for a script, and Murray wrote a long article for
The Guardian. Miller tried to get a film off the ground, but there wasn’t much
traction at that time, so Farnaby and Murray decided to use the material to
write an entertaining biographical book instead: Yellow Jersey Press
published The Phantom of the Open in 2010 and Maurice once again made
headlines.



‘| find losers more interesting than winners,” explains Farnaby. ‘Maurice
reminds me of Don Quixote tilting at windmills. It was also key that he wasn’t
a joke. When Scott and | did the research for the book, we spoke to
Maurice’s friends and asked, “Was this a joke for Maurice?” And they said,
“No, no no! He genuinely thought he could do it.” Then it became a really
interesting story.”

Miller never gave up on his dream of seeing Flitcroft on the big screen, and
when he set up his production company Water & Power Productions, he got
back in touch with Farnaby, and optioned Farnaby and Murray’s book

The Phantom of the Open. This time round they were more successful with
the pitch, and backed by the BFI, Farnaby started to write the screenplay.

Miller adds, ‘Simon is a naturally funny guy and he’s always going to bring
something that’s slightly quirky and offbeat to a story, but he also marries that
with real heart in his writing, he knows how to connect with an audience
emotionally.’

With that new script, Miller joined forces with co-producers, Baby Cow,
bringing on Nichola Martin to produce and Christine Langan as executive
producer. The team then secured the backing of BBC Film, sales company
Cornerstone Films and Ingenious Media.

Miller and Martin also engaged independent producer Kate Glover to oversee
physical production, and Water & Power’s James Swarbrick joined Langan as
an executive producer. Cornerstone Films’ Alison Thompson and Mark
Gooder soon joined, along with Ingenious Media’s Peter Touche and
Christelle Conan, the BFI’s Mary Burke, and BBC Fiim’s Rose Garnett and
Emma Duffy completed the executive producing team.

Those partners saw the fiim’s unique potential, Miller recalls. ‘| think everyone
felt that this is a story about hope and it’s upbeat and it's about overcoming
whatever obstacles surround you,’ he says.

Martin adds, ‘This just epitomises the kind of stories that Baby Cow loves
telling — it’s dramatic but has comedy and is so full of heart, and something
just a little bit quirky and original. Who doesn’t love an underdog story?’

The next task was finding their perfect Maurice, a search led by casting
director Shaheen Baig. The team aimed high with their dream choice: Oscar
winner Mark Rylance.

Miller says, ‘The key to Maurice is that he is sincere. We were trying to think of
an actor who we always believed, no matter what they’re doing. Mark just has
that in his eyes. You just believe it. You want to empathise with him, you want
to be on his side... Although they’re very different characters outwardly, |
think there’s a similarity with Mark Rylance and Maurice Flitcroft in that they
create their own narrative, create their own worlds.’

Rylance remembers, ‘The script appealed to me right away, as well as the
book Simon had written with Scott. Both are written with great enjoyment and
language and fun. It had a sense of respect and enjoyment of Maurice
Flitcroft, and his whole family.’

Rylance also connected personally to Maurice’s positive attitude. ‘Maurice is
one of these people who sees the cup is always certainly half full rather than
half empty, no matter what the evidence to the contrary might be. And |
certainly feel him in me at times. | wish he was in me all the time.’



The actor adds that the journey of the whole Flitcroft family appealed to him. ‘|
like to be part of stories that | enjoy and feel like you can come out of them
feeling like you’ve eaten a good meal, like you’ve gotten some nourishment,

as well as enjoyment and taste.’
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