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Entries are open for the 30th Victorian 
Heart Open, to be held at Huntingdale 
in February. JANELLE WARD speaks to 
Professor Richard Harper about why 
golf and the heart are such a great 
combination.

Few golfers would have stood over a tricky 
one-metre putt and thought it was good 
for their heart. But Richard Harper would 
argue quite the reverse.

The Interim Director of MonashHeart and 
Emeritus Director of Cardiology at the 
Monash Medical Centre in Clayton knows 
for a fact that golf is good for the heart – 
and practises what he preaches.

He plays off 11 at The National on the 
Mornington Peninsula with wife Manlee 
and has spent 40-plus years consulting and 
contributing to developments in his chosen 
field, cardiology. He has been doing his bit 
to avoid becoming a statistic, both through 
his work and in his leisure time.

Deaths as a result of heart disease have 
dropped by 22 per cent in the past decade, 
according to the Heart Foundation, but it 
kills 51 Australians every day – one death 
every 28 minutes. And it’s still the single 
leading cause of death in Australia.

Professor Harper says the health benefits 
of golf go way beyond the physical, though 
of course that’s part of the package.

“If golfers walk the course – and we always 
encourage people to walk the course – 
you’ll walk close to 10 kilometres, more 
if you hit into the rough a few times,” 
he laughs.

On top of that, there are the benefits of 
leaving behind the stress of everyday life for 
a few hours, “enjoying what you’re doing”. 

“Personally,” he says, “looking at Bass Strait 
is a wonderful tonic.” 

One imagines that stress was something 
Professor Harper had to confront early 
in his life.

He elected to specialise in cardiology after 
finishing a medical degree – he had to 
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Professor Richard Harper says golf 
is good for the heart and soul.
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choose between a surgical or a medical 
stream, went medical and feels “grateful” 
he chose that path because of the 
advances in which he has been involved. 

Talking about those advances is when his 
passion becomes clear – recounting his 
two holes-in-one did not elicit near the 
same excitement.

Describing his professional journey, 
Professor Harper says cardiology offered 
great challenges when he decided to get 
on board about 40 years ago.

He details an amazing catalogue of 
developments: “One of the early steps 
was doing an angiogram, where we inject 
contrasts to outline the heart and arteries 
to see where blockages were,” he says.

“Initially with blockages, surgery was the 
only option but things developed and we 
were able to ameliorate many blockages 
with stents.

“We’ve also been able to measure 
electrical activity, put in pacemakers, 
do interventional treatment inside the 
beating heart, with the patient awake, 
without having to open the chest 
through surgery. 

“We can deal with narrowings in the 
coronary artery which could cause heart 
attacks in future, we can close holes in the 
heart … without surgery, we can stretch 
narrow heart valves, we can even replace 
heart valves without surgery.” 

One gains an understanding of why a hole-
in-one – even two – don’t quite measure up 
to his professional achievements. Which is 
not to say he isn’t in love with the game.

Professor Harper was a suburban 
cricketer but decided golf would suit him 
better as he got older. He liked the idea 
of continuing to hit a ball, loved watching 
Peter Thomson and Greg Norman.

He started out at Brighton Golf Club with 
friends, even agreeing to play at 6.30am to 
fit in with the work demands of good friend 
Jim Bowler, who was Victoria Racing Club 
chief handicapper for more than 20 years.

He says it was a good course to learn on 
– not long but narrow, which rewarded 
straight hitters and helped prepare him 
for The National.

“I’ll never forget playing at Brighton with 
Jim’s son, Adam, in a four-ball. We finished 

14-up – the most outstanding score I can 
remember – yet we were runners-up to Jim 
and one of his friends.”

One suspects good scores have been 
common for the professor, given he once 
played off eight. But when it comes to 
talking about golfing ability, he quickly shifts 
the focus to Manlee. “She has a lovely swing 
– much better than mine. Plays off 21.6 and 
has maintained that well.” 

Even those holes-in-one were a family 
affair, his two plus Manlee’s ace at Brighton.

“I had two at the National within about 
a month of each other. One was a good 
shot that I didn’t see – on the 13th of the 
Moonah course. I knew I’d hit a pretty 
good shot, but you can’t see the green 
as it is hidden by the bunkers. I got there 
and couldn’t find the ball and then people 
looked in the hole. It was great. It was a 
good golf shot.

“I also had a hole-in-one on the Ocean, on 
the 14th. I’d hit the ball very skinny and it 
ran along the ground, up the hill and into 
the hole. People who had better eyesight 
than me said, ‘God, it’s going in the hole’. 
That was very lucky.”

He is, though, yet to ace his favourite hole 
at The National.

“The par-three seventh looking over Bass 
Strait (on the Old course) has to be one 
of the great holes in golf in Victoria, if not 
Australia. If you hit it too short, you’re going 
to be in that great ravine, if you hit it too 
long you will go over the edge out towards 
Bass Strait somewhere.”

It’s a challenge the professor intends to 
enjoy for decades to come. As he says, 
and of course he speaks from the heart: 
“Golf been very helpful to me and I’ve 
been very grateful for golf.”

HEART 
STARTER?
The Victorian Heart Open is one of 
those special tournaments where 
winning it is great, but just being 
able to take part is a celebration.

Open to all men and women, 
amateur or professional, 

who have undergone a heart 
procedure, the 2019 event will be 
played at Huntingdale Golf Club 

on Tuesday February 19.

It’s the 30th edition of what was 
originally called the Open Heart 
Open, then contested only by 

players who had undergone open-
heart surgery. 

It was renamed as the Golf 
Victoria Heart Open in 2015, as 
progress in medical treatment 

saw the entry requirements 
widened to include those who had 

undergone alternative  
heart treatments. 

The Don Lawrence Trophy, named 
after the event’s co-founder, is still 

awarded to the best score by a 
player to have undergone open-
heart surgery with trophies also 
awarded to the best-performed 

men and women, including 
handicap-grade trophies.

Retitled again for 2019 as the 
Victorian Heart Open, the event 
will be played in the afternoon 
via a multi-tee start at 1:00pm, 
over 18 holes of stableford play 

followed by a gourmet BBQ dinner 
at 6:30pm.

Entries are open now and close 
on Monday February 1, or 

earlier if the maximum field of 
116 is reached. The cost is $110 

including GST, covering golf 
and the presentation dinner. 

For more information  
or to enter, visit: 

www.golfvic.org.auThe Professor practises what he preaches.

“IF GOLFERS WALK THE COURSE – AND WE ALWAYS 
ENCOURAGE PEOPLE TO WALK THE COURSE – YOU’LL 
WALK CLOSE TO 10 KILOMETRES, MORE IF YOU HIT 
INTO THE ROUGH A FEW TIMES.”
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