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For Julie, Katie, and Ellie


And Mom and Dad




INTRODUCTION


The greatest golfer of all time squatted down to study his line. Thousands upon thousands of different putts existed on any of the course’s eighteen greens, with various hole locations, infinite angles, and boundless distances. None were more difficult to judge than this one—forty feet, uphill, along a pronounced ridge with a break to the left that was nearly impossible to read.


Arriving on the teeing ground just 170 yards behind him, his two keenest rivals watched intently. They had been chasing him, not only through the dramatic twists and turns of this final round, but their entire lives, each dreaming of the day they would eclipse this man on the game’s most exalted stage. The next thirty seconds would alter the careers of all three men, and therefore, the game of golf.


What brought them to this juncture? A simple invitation.
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The area most sensitive to touch are the fingers. Doctors believe that some people have extraordinary senses, allowing them to process information through feel that others can’t. Elite golfers are such a group. This nineteen-year-old boy from the suburban Upper Arlington neighborhood of Columbus knew nothing about that. He did know that he’d never felt an envelope like the one that arrived at his parents’ house in February 1959 addressed to him. It was larger than a normal letter envelope—six-and-a-half inches by four-and-three-fourths inches—and ivory-colored with a first-class four-cent stamp pasted in the top-right corner. Its weight stood out, conveying an importance of its contents. The pair of hands, smaller than average for a boy of his six-foot height and stocky build, opened the envelope with great care, only to find another inside. Handwritten on this one was a name: “Mr. Nicklaus.”


What the young man saw upon opening the inner envelope could not have made Emily Post prouder. It was perfect. All of the elements of a formal invitation had been carried out with precision. It was printed on the finest of quality paper stock with a raised border just inside the edges. The words were engraved and centered below the invitee’s insignia. The invitation was phrased in the third person. Punctuation was placed for separation of words only on the same line—for heaven’s sake, never at the end of a line. The state, month, days, and year were all spelled out—no abbreviations. The who, what, where, when, and how to respond were clear as he read the dark green lettering: “The Board of Governors of the Augusta National Golf Club cordially invites you to participate in the Nineteen Hundred and Fifty-Nine Masters Tournament to be held at Augusta, Georgia the second, third, fourth, and fifth of April.” At the bottom was the name of his hero: “Robert Tyre Jones, Jr., President.”


Jack William Nicklaus had been asked to play in what was becoming the world’s most prestigious golf tournament—the Masters. For any young aspiring golfer, this was their debutante ball.


No one was more excited than his father Charlie. He knew the proper etiquette. R.S.V.P. was tagged on the bottom left of the invitation. A prompt, handwritten reply needed to be sent to the return address on the back of the envelope. The elder Nicklaus quickly began drafting a response—mindful to find just the right phrases to match the significance of the invitation. Once satisfied, he would have his son copy what he had composed and send the letter of acceptance back to Augusta National Golf Club.


At the Nicklaus house, the invitation had not been unexpected, but as any good host knows, all of its guests must be invited the same way. On January 31, Nicklaus had been one of nine Americans named by the United States Golf Association for the upcoming Walker Cup—a biennial match-play competition between amateurs from the United States and amateurs from Great Britain and Ireland. Being a Walker Cupper at the time meant a trip to the Masters—one of thirteen categories in which players could earn an invitation to the tournament. His short-term goal had been the Walker Cup; however, his long-term one was to be the best golfer ever to play the sport.


The Masters and the Walker Cup presented a unique opportunity, but Nicklaus was a freshman at Ohio State University. His trip to Great Britain in May would be a four-week endeavor. The team was staying afterward to compete in the British Amateur Championship as well. Nicklaus consulted with his college golf coach Bob Kepler, and they both agreed Nicklaus should take off the spring semester.


With no classes standing in his way, Nicklaus decided to head to Augusta early. He filled up the car with gas—the average price per gallon being thirty-one cents that year. The interstate highway system had been authorized only three years earlier, so the 600-mile journey south wouldn’t be speedy. His childhood friend Robin Obetz—“Bob” to Nicklaus—tagged along. Obetz, on spring break, was one of Nicklaus’s best friends growing up and would serve as the best man in his wedding the following summer.


They arrived in Augusta on Friday, March 20—a full thirteen days before the first round—and the naïve collegians quickly learned about club protocol. “I didn’t know I couldn’t take anyone with me,” says Nicklaus. “Nobody even said a word about it.” Luckily for the boys, Alec Osborne, a club member and advertising executive, recognized the situation and quietly stepped in to take Obetz on as his guest.


Nicklaus was the youngest player in the field in 1959—a distinction that drew media attention. “I’ve been looking forward to qualifying for this tournament for three years now,” Nicklaus told Augusta Chronicle-Herald sports columnist Johnny Hendrix. The day after arriving, Nicklaus played his very first round ever at Augusta National. He bogeyed the 2nd, 4th, and 14th holes before recording his first birdie on the par-five 15th, where he hit the green in two shots and two putted for birdie. He made another birdie on the following hole, knocking in a five-foot putt on the par-three 16th. Nicklaus shot a one-over-par 73.


“I liked it. I enjoyed it,” says Nicklaus of his first experience there. “I felt the golf course was very much suited to how I played.”


Nicklaus practiced and played and played and practiced for three days. He had planned to stay longer, but he hadn’t played competitively all year. So he made a call to officials at the Azalea Open in Wilmington, North Carolina, that week’s stop on the professional tour. “They said, ‘Sure you’re a Walker Cup player, you can get right in the tournament’,” says Nicklaus. But what they meant was he could play in the qualifier for the tournament, which a displeased Nicklaus found out about when he arrived. He qualified anyway, and being nineteen, says, “I was kind of ticked off because they backed out of what they said they’d do.” Nicklaus shot 74–74 the first two rounds and sat in 18th place, ten shots behind Art Wall. “I said, ‘I’ve had enough tournament golf, to heck with this’,” recalls Nicklaus. So he withdrew and headed back to Augusta for more practice. That didn’t please Ed Carter and Joe Black—the two leading PGA officials at the time. They would catch up to Nicklaus at Augusta and remind him of his responsibilities to sponsors, fans, and himself. “What I did was wrong,” says Nicklaus, who, had he stayed, could have finished 4th in the tournament just by shooting 70–70 in the final two rounds.


Nicklaus drove back west to Augusta and registered early for the tournament, the sixth player to do so. He would soon be joined by his family. His father, mother, sister, and girlfriend of six months, Barbara Bash, drove down in a car without air conditioning, singing songs such as “Blue Skies” and “Tennessee Waltz” to pass the time. While Jack stayed at the Crow’s Nest at the club, they checked into the Bon Air Hotel, a majestic structure that stood on top of a hill overlooking downtown. The hotel had no air conditioning as well—presenting only slight discomfort with springtime temperatures around 80 degrees that week.


Any golf fan who wanted to attend had easy access to tickets. Series badges for four days of practice rounds and four days of tournament competition were $12.50, available by mail or from more than a dozen retailers around town, such as King’s Way Pharmacy, Bill’s Barber Shop, and the Municipal Golf Club. And it was quite the local event. There was even a Masters Parade Wednesday afternoon, with 25,000 people lining Broad Street in downtown Augusta to watch a procession of bands, balloons, Cadillac convertibles, and floats, one of which carried the finalists from the Miss Golf Pageant held two days earlier in Bell Auditorium. The parade was led by the mayor and Robert Tyre Jones, Jr. himself. A dozen golfers rode in the parade, including Byron Nelson, Billy Casper, and the defending champion, Arnold Palmer.


Traditions abounded at the tournament, one of which was that each of the amateurs was paired with a Masters champion in the first round. Nicklaus got Jimmy Demaret, who at age forty-eight was three years older than Jack’s father. Demaret was the tournament’s first three-time winner, having captured titles in 1940, 1947, and 1950. The Houstonian stood out with his gregarious personality and fashionable style—quite the opposite of young Nicklaus. They teed off at 10:42 a.m., and Nicklaus couldn’t have gotten off to a worse start. He bogeyed the very first hole, and after a birdie on the par-five 2nd, three more bogeys beset him. He was three over after five holes with momentum going against him. He made a bogey on the 14th and then another on the reachable par-five 15th. He shot 76, seven shots behind leader Stan Leonard, while Demaret managed a 78.


In the second round, Nicklaus was off at 2:06 p.m. with Roger McManus, an amateur from Cincinnati. Again, Nicklaus failed to take advantage of the par-five holes, making only one birdie on them. On the par-three 12th, after watching McManus fly the green with a 6-iron, he took a 7-iron and hit his tee shot in the water. The double bogey would ultimately cost him. He shot a 74 and missed the cut by just one shot.


“I played pretty well. I hit thirty-one greens, managed eight three-putts, and shot 150,” remembers Nicklaus. “Arnold (Palmer) hit nineteen greens and was leading the golf tournament at 141, and I was on my way down the road.” The previous week’s winner Art Wall, who was only three shots better than Nicklaus after 36 holes this time, went on to win.


The generous fairways and absence of penal rough should have been an advantage for the long-hitting Nicklaus, who received plenty of attentive stares from fellow competitors while hitting balls on the range during the week. He found out there was much more to playing Augusta National well. “I figured out, man, you better learn how to putt these greens if you want to win,” he says.


These, and others, were lessons to be learned by Nicklaus sooner rather than later. For now, Nicklaus was in a car again, returning to North Carolina for the North & South Amateur at Pinehurst the following week. But Augusta National was anything but in the rear view mirror.


[image: ]


94 KEYSTONE WAY SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA 94127


[image: ]


John Laurence Miller’s first recollections of the Masters came from the headlines in the San Francisco Chronicle and San Francisco Examiner in 1956. Only eight years old, Miller had already been playing golf for more than three years, and someone he looked up to, local amateur Ken Venturi, appeared to be on his way to winning the tournament. He led after each of the first three rounds and built a six-shot lead with 18 holes to play; however, an 80 in the final round left him one shot behind Jackie Burke in the end. That was also the first televised Masters. Although disappointed for Venturi, Miller kept watching the Masters and became enamored by the great finishes of Arnold Palmer, who won in 1958, 1960, 1962, and 1964. “It was all pretty cool,” he says of watching those tournaments.


By 1966, Miller was pretty cool in his own right. Now nineteen, he was a standout golfer at Brigham Young University, and the U.S. Open was coming to his home course, the Olympic Club. He and his friends all signed up to be caddies for the championship, but Miller went a step further. He was one of 2,475 golfers to mail in an entry form—the fee was $20—to try to qualify as a competitor. He made it through the local qualifying stage at Salt Lake Country Club in Utah, chipping in during a playoff to edge out seventy-five-year-old Chick Evans, the 1916 champion, for the lone spot. A few weeks later in sectional qualifying at San Francisco Golf Club, a layout he knew well, Miller finished third to make it into the field as a contestant, not a caddie.


For the first two rounds of the Open, Miller was paired with two other first timers: a twenty-four-year-old long hitter named Harry Toscano and Lee Trevino, a twenty-six-year-old pro from Dallas. Two weeks before the championship, Miller had borrowed a 5-wood from his best friend Steve Gregoire. Miller was a skinny kid and definitely not a long hitter, but this new club would pop the ball up high and stop it on a dime with a slight fade. So he conceived a game plan. Off the tee, he would hit a 3-wood or cut a little driver, whatever he needed to reach 5-wood distance. “I started milking that 5-wood for all it was worth,” he says. Miller rode Gregoire’s club to a 70, tied for 5th after the opening round. The USGA’s press notes reported a telling observation, “He was nervous at first about his putting, but that was all.”


With subsequent rounds of 72-74-74, Miller failed to match his opening day success, but a score of 10-over-par 290 earned him low amateur honors. “I wasn’t that excited that I finished 8th to be honest with you,” says Miller, who actually thought he should’ve won on a course he knew as well as anyone. “I was pretty disappointed.” As the weeks passed, Miller reassessed his accomplishment and the opportunities it would open. For starters, his finish meant that he was exempt for the next year’s U.S. Open. And by finishing in the top-sixteen, he was eligible for an invitation to the 1967 Masters.


“I knew I was going to play in it someday,” he says, “but not that quickly.” Miller was back at school in Provo, Utah, when his first invitation arrived at his parents’ San Francisco home in the winter of 1967. “It was surreal,” he says. “I knew I was in the Masters, but it looked so cool to get that. It was to John Miller, not Johnny Miller.” His mother filed the invitation away.


“My dad was as excited as anyone,” says Miller, “but he didn’t fly.” His father had some unnerving experiences in planes during the Second World War; therefore, Miller’s golf coach at BYU, Karl Tucker, accompanied him to Augusta. Miller had been recruited by all the big golf schools and thought he would land at UCLA, USC, Stanford, or the powerhouse Houston, which had knocked the loudest. But his family were members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, and his mother asked him to visit BYU, even though it was not a traditional golf school. Once there, Miller fell in love with the place and felt a spirit throughout the campus. Tucker, however, was there to win. He became paranoid Miller would change his mind and had him enroll early at the age of seventeen. Miller missed his high school graduation, even though as a freshman he wouldn’t be eligible to play on the varsity team.


Prior to his first Masters, Jack Nicklaus had traveled around the nation, playing in multiple U.S. Junior Amateurs, U.S. Amateurs, and even U.S. Opens. Miller had not. This trip would be his first east of the Mississippi River, and the first time he’d been on a commercial plane. Provo to Augusta wasn’t the easiest of journeys either in 1967. It was an all-day adventure with multiple stops.


Once at Augusta, Miller was taken aback by the amenities and surroundings. “I’d never been where you got treated like that, old-fashioned Southern hospitality,” says Miller, who stayed in the Crow’s Nest just as other first-time amateurs did before him. “I’d never been to a course that had been maintained that beautifully.”


He played a practice round with Billy Casper, who was a mentor to Miller at the time, and Sam Snead, who imparted wisdom to the inexperienced Miller. Miller quizzed him as to what he thought about the swing. “You’re either going to hit your short shots good or your long shots good,” said Snead while they were standing on the 7th green during one such round. “Nobody hits ’em both good.” Miller thought, “Really?” He’d never heard that before.


Like many, Miller didn’t realize the course was constructed on the side of a ridge with a 150-foot drop from its highest point to its lowest. “That’s the first thing anybody says when they get to Augusta is, ‘Whoa, I didn’t know it was this hilly’,” he says. For years, Miller had watched the same holes on television—15, 16, 17, 18—and the history they produced. “I was pretty enamored by that back nine and by those charges guys would make. I wanted to see what that was like,” he says.


The state of Miller’s game was not conducive to great golf. Hardly any grass was visible in Provo during the winter. He hadn’t played any golf in months. With no place to practice, Miller had been spending his free time skiing. During the informal Par Three Contest held the day before the tournament, Miller made an ace on the 2nd hole, sucking the ball into the hole with a wedge, and finished a shot out of the playoff.


As an amateur, Miller would be paired with a Masters champion, and like Jack Nicklaus, he got Jimmy Demaret. Now sixty-six, Demaret’s best golfing days were behind him—this was his twenty-fourth and final appearance—but his colorful demeanor wasn’t. He provided what Miller describes as “the most embarrassing thing that ever happened to me playing golf.” On the 8th hole, Miller hit his drive right toward some trees, only to have the ball ricochet back into the fairway. There was a commotion as he and Demaret made their way over. A woman was lying on the ground. Demaret asked her if she was okay and where it hit her. She pointed to her crotch. Demaret turned to Miller. “Hey John,” he said, “You almost made a hole-in-one. You missed by one inch.”


“I was so embarrassed in front of all these people,” says Miller, who, as a Mormon, didn’t drink, smoke, or curse, but wasn’t naïve. “Of course they all thought it was very funny. But it was pretty embarrassing to me. I had never heard anyone say that in front of a lady before.”


But Miller persevered through the red face. He made birdie on the hole and shot a 72 in his first competitive round, matching Nicklaus’s score that day and besting other champions such as Palmer, Demaret, Gary Player, and Ben Hogan. He followed with a 78 to make the cut on the number before ballooning with scores of 81–74 on the weekend to finish tied for 53rd. “It was a miracle I even made the cut,” he says. “I wasn’t practicing for the Masters at all. No golf at all.”


Miller struggled to learn the intricacies of the course, particularly the firmness, speed, and break of the greens, which consisted of Bermuda grass, a type of warm-season grass common in the South that was coarse with a deep root structure. “I had no idea what I was doing. I’d never even seen Bermuda before,” he adds. “I had no clue how to putt and chip on it.”


“Everything was a bit of a blur for me—almost like it wasn’t a tournament to me. It was like an experience,” recalls Miller. “My eyes were big. I had no expectations. I was just taking it all in.”


But after the tournament, he had one overriding thought: “I’ll be back.”
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Thomas Daniel Weiskopf was not an ordinary first-time invitee to the Masters, not in the mold of Jack Nicklaus, Johnny Miller, or other youngsters. He wasn’t a wide-eyed teenager—he was twenty-five years old and married. He wasn’t an amateur—he was in his fourth year as a professional on tour. He wasn’t an after-thought—he was a favorite with, in his mind, a good chance to win. In 1968, Tom Weiskopf pulled into Augusta National for his first Masters as the leading money winner on the PGA Tour with thirty-one of his last thirty-three rounds at par or better and a victory already on his resume.


Weiskopf received his initial invitation by finishing in the top-sixteen of the previous year’s U.S. Open, just as Miller had the season before. With a 15th place finish at Baltusrol, Weiskopf was well aware that he was headed to Augusta. So it wasn’t a surprise when the invitation arrived at his English Tudor house with a large walnut tree in the front yard—a little over two miles from the address where Nicklaus received his first invitation. Weiskopf responded just as his mother and father taught him. A prompt reply in the affirmative was sent to the club.


“It’s a place that you’re familiar with even though you’ve never been there before,” says Weiskopf. “You watch it on TV, what has happened good and bad to everybody. And you just don’t forget those things.”


The course was everything he thought it would be when he experienced it for the first time during a practice round on Thursday, March 21. In the next morning’s Augusta Chronicle, Robert Eubanks wrote prophetically: “Tom Weiskopf, the man with the long frame and an even longer game, Thursday decided to strike up an acquaintance with the Augusta National Golf Course which promises to be a lengthy friendship.”


“It was the best hole-after-hole, shot-after-shot, risk-reward championship golf course I’d ever played,” says Weiskopf. “It defines parkland golf.” He was struck by its beauty—some of the early blooming plants were just beginning to show their colors—and the uniqueness of each hole. His formal education of the game had taken place on the Scarlet Course at Ohio State University—an Alister MacKenzie design just like Augusta National. “There were a lot of characteristics that were duplicated in various ways,” says Weiskopf. “A lot of similarities—green contours, false fronts, false sides, big greens, bunker placement, wide fairways, big golf course. It really fit my game, there’s no doubt about that.”


Weiskopf played one of his practice rounds that week with Nicklaus, a fellow Buckeye nearly three years his senior. Bobby Jones was riding around in a golf cart on the second nine, and Nicklaus introduced them. “It’s always impressive to me when you met these icons and they know about you,” says Weiskopf. Jones asked him about Columbus, Ohio State, and the putt that gave Weiskopf his first win on the PGA Tour at the inaugural San Diego Open two months earlier. Tied for the lead coming into the 72nd hole at Torrey Pines, Weiskopf rolled in a twenty-five-foot putt for eagle on the par five for his maiden title. But Jones didn’t mention March when results hadn’t gone his way. At Doral, Weiskopf bogeyed his final two holes in the final round to finish a shot behind Gardner Dickinson. The next week at the Citrus Open in Orlando, he missed an eight-foot birdie putt on the 71st hole to finish a shot behind Dan Sikes. The stats showed seven top-three finishes in his career, but just one win.


Aware that outside the first Masters only Gene Sarazen in 1935 had won in his initial try, Weiskopf teed off in the opening round of the 1968 tournament at 10:03 a.m. paired with Canadian George Knudson. While he took advantage of the par fives with his length, making birdie on three of the four, Weiskopf struggled on the par threes, bogeying all four of them—the 4th, 6th, 12th, and 16th. He shot 74. Just as those before him, inexperience bit Weiskopf. No matter the talent, there was a reason that since the first two tournaments, no first-time participant had won the Masters. “I probably didn’t realize the little nuances, the little things that only experience can give you until after my second year,” says Weiskopf, who shot under par the rest of the way (71–69–71) to finish in a respectable tie for 16th.


Just like for other first-timers, it was a week of celebration. He and his wife Jeanne rented a house. His mother, father, and brother came down from Ohio along with some friends. But trepidation tinged Weiskopf’s Masters week.


At the time, every American male between ages 18–25 was eligible to be drafted into the U.S. Army. If chosen by Selective Service, young men were required to go before local draft boards and submit to physicals. Each month, thousands were being conscripted into active duty to serve in Vietnam as long as they met the physical, mental, and moral standards of the board. When Jack Nicklaus, still a college student, informed his local draft board of his marriage in 1960, they told him they would never see him again. After the birth of his first child in 1961, they were right as men with families were exempt. Johnny Miller’s number had come up while at BYU, but during his physical doctors noticed a fresh scar on his left knee. Miller had suffered a torn meniscus while playing intramural football, and the stitches from his surgery had just been taken out. Both were classified 4-F: not available for any military service.


Weiskopf underwent his initial physical in 1963 shortly after leaving Ohio State. The Army classified him as 1-Y. He wasn’t given a reason why, but the classification was usually given to men who had minor physical ailments or injuries that were limiting in nature but not disabling. This meant he wasn’t available for military service but did qualify for duty in the event of war or a national emergency.


By April 1968, the situation in Vietnam was looking more dire. The Tet Offensive launched by the North Vietnamese two months earlier was taking its toll on U.S. troops in South Vietnam. Just before the Masters, Weiskopf received the same notification that thousands of other 1-Ys would in the coming weeks. His classification had been rescinded. Weiskopf was married and six months shy of turning twenty-six years old when he would be free-and-clear of any service obligations. Instead, he was now going to be either 4-F, like Nicklaus and Miller had been, or 1-A, available immediately for military service. The Army originally scheduled his physical on the Tuesday of Masters week, but deferred it until the following month. Weiskopf would have to wait until then to find out when his next trip to Augusta would be.


BY 1975, INVITATIONS WERE a foregone conclusion for this triumvirate. Going into the 1975 Masters, these men were the top-three players in golf—and the three most talented. They had combined to win six of the thirteen tournaments so far that year. Miller was first on the money list with $128,226, Nicklaus second with $109,242, and Weiskopf third with $91,238.


In 1959, Jack Nicklaus was a year removed from playing high school sports for the Upper Arlington High School Golden Bears. Now, Jack Nicklaus was known as the Golden Bear. His career took off following that 1959 Masters and hadn’t stopped. Now thirty-five years old and in his fourteenth year as a professional, his resume listed four Master titles, twelve major championships, fifty-six PGA Tour wins, and $2.3 million in career earnings on the PGA Tour. He could still hit it far but had long since learned how to hole clutch putts and utilize his mental strengths. These qualities had brought him fame, fortune, and universal acknowledgment as the game’s best player—until 1975.


Now challenging his position was Johnny Miller. The twenty-seven-year-old had come a long way from the scrawny, undersized teenage beanpole he was eight years earlier. Miller was the hottest player in golf with eleven PGA Tour wins in the previous fifteen months. He’d won the 1973 U.S. Open with a 63 in the final round—the lowest round ever in a major championship. Miller had everything going for him except a Masters title.


And no golfer in the world looked better swinging a club than Tom Weiskopf. In what was still the prime of his career at age thirty-two, Weiskopf’s up-and-down struggles with obstacles of his own making, as well as those outside his control, were well known. His eleven career wins, including the 1973 British Open, didn’t match the pundits’ expectations. But in the preceding weeks, his game had risen once again with strong play and a long-overdue win. Now it was off to his favorite course, and arguably, the most famous golf tournament in the world.
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THE MASTERS


As during the previous two decades, Masters week in 1975 started the Sunday before…with a thud. That’s when the weighty Sunday Chronicle-Herald landed on doorsteps and in newspaper racks across the city. Folded inside was its annual Masters Edition supplement.


The Augusta Chronicle was Augusta’s morning newspaper. Its masthead proudly boasted: “The South’s Oldest Newspaper—Established 1785.” It had in fact started as the Augusta Gazette 190 years earlier as one of the first newspapers in the country. In 1955, William S. Morris, Jr., bought outright control of the Chronicle and also purchased the Augusta Herald, the city’s afternoon paper. Soon thereafter, the two papers would combine Sunday publication.


Under Morris, the paper began producing this all-encompassing tournament preview in the Sunday edition leading into Masters week. Months went into the planning, selling, writing, design, and editing of the special sections. On April 6, 1975, it tallied forty-eight pages in four different sections for subscribers and anyone putting down thirty-five cents for a copy. Executives at the paper believed it was the largest annual special section dedicated to a sporting event in the world.


Inside, readers found stories touching on each of the seventy-six players in the field, past Masters tournaments, and the course. And there were advertisements. In the Masters Edition alone, there were 202 different display ads with another 119 in a classified directory. On the bottom right of page 10E, Wickes Lumber offered to wood panel an interior twelve-by-twelve-foot room of your house for $31.08. On 2F, Shoney’s promoted a curb-and-carry-out special: two of its Big Boy sandwiches for $1. On the bottom right of page 11G, Goodyear advertised their lube and oil change for just $4.44. And in a full page on 12F, Piggly Wiggly of Georgia used clip art images of the Statue of Liberty and a golf ball to announce: “We salute...the Masters Golf Tournament, another great example of the fruits of America’s free enterprise system. When a few men can conceive, finance, and build a dream...we all benefit from it.”


The newspaper was the one remaining connection that many Augustans had to the tournament. Sure, locals interacted with visitors as they spent money at hotels and restaurants, and there were those who still attended the tournament. But there were no more nights filled with formal balls or concerts or boxing matches. The Masters Parade and Miss Golf Pageant ended in the mid-1960s. Now, the tournament didn’t need the promotion, nor the ticket sales. The grand hotels like the Bon Air, in which the Hogans and the Nelsons and the Nicklauses stayed, had shuttered years earlier. Northerners stopped vacationing in Augusta decades ago; Florida was their destination now. Contestants rented private houses for the week (the going rate around $1,000 and up) and spent less time eating out and socializing. The Masters had become so successful that it had outgrown the city, which had given the club $10,000 to help put on the first tournament in 1934.


City officials still used the tournament to recruit businesses, but Augusta had changed as well. Downtown merchants had moved to the suburbs, and the city’s population, split almost equally between whites and blacks, was still grappling with the remnants of segregation. Bitterness over court-ordered integration and school busing lingered, as well as wounds from a 1970 riot in which six black men were killed following the death of another black man while in police custody.


“Outside the gates was so horrible, and inside the gates was so perfect,” says Ben Wright, an Englishman who had initially covered the Masters as the first golf correspondent for the Financial Times in 1966. “It was a total contrast.”


When constructed, Augusta National Golf Club was in the country, although only three miles northwest of downtown. To viewers on television, the manicured layout colored in hues of deep green still looked like it was miles from civilization, somewhere deep in the Georgia countryside. In reality, the property had become engulfed by commercial establishments, strip malls, and residential neighborhoods. The course had literally turned into a golfing oasis.


The main thoroughfare outside the club is Georgia Highway 28, commonly referred to as Washington Road. It’s named indirectly for the nation’s first president as it was the road connecting Augusta to Washington, Georgia. Golf’s ultimate pinch-me moment occurs when players turn off of Washington at the main guard gate. Magnolia Lane lies in front of them—330-feet of paved asphalt that runs straight to the front of the clubhouse. Making the drive under a canopy of sixty-one magnolia trees means they’ve arrived at the game’s most hallowed doorstep. The invitation they received in the mail just months earlier has come to life.


IT’S UNFATHOMABLE, but in the beginning players actually turned down invitations to the Masters. Even holding an annual tournament at Augusta National Golf Club wasn’t an initial thought in the mind of the legendary figure who founded the club.


Robert Tyre Jones, Jr.—Bob to his friends, Bobby to his legion of fans—was possibly the most famous sportsman in America during his tenure on the links. Throughout the 1920s, radio and newspapers carried the news of his exploits, creating a man of mythical proportions who was universally admired for his humility, integrity, and thoughtfulness.


Jones was America’s first golfing prodigy, having picked up the game as a five year old at East Lake Country Club in Atlanta. At age fourteen, he reached the quarterfinals of the U.S. Amateur in 1916. At age twenty-one, he captured his first major at the 1923 U.S. Open, a championship he would win a record-tying four times. He added a record five U.S. Amateur titles, three British Opens, and one British Amateur—all without devoting his complete attention to the game. He was an amateur—a term derived from the Latin word amare, meaning love. He played the game not for money but for the love of it. And the public loved him back. He was afforded the rare honor of two ticker tape parades in New York City following returns from British Open triumphs in 1926 and 1930.


Jones left the most improbable accomplishment for last. In a span of 120 days in 1930, he won what were considered the four majors of that period—the British Amateur at St. Andrews, the British Open at Royal Liverpool, the U.S. Open at Interlachen, and then the U.S. Amateur at Merion. It was referred to as the Impregnable Quadrilateral, or the Grand Slam—the greatest feat in golf history. Three months later, he retired from competitive golf at age twenty-eight.


At that time, Jones’s efforts to build his own golf club were already underway. He had enlisted a New York investment banker he’d met named Clifford Roberts to help him, and they began scouting parcels in Augusta, Georgia—a town on the eastern side of the state that cozied up to the state line with South Carolina and was at the time Georgia’s second largest city.


Founded in 1736 as a trading post on the banks of the Savannah River, Augusta had once been an industrial center of the Confederacy. On his “March to the Sea” in 1864, however, General William Sherman bypassed the city. As one of the few cities in the South with its infrastructure intact following the Civil War, Augusta expanded its canal to the river and became a hub of cotton manufacturing. Its success soon attracted northerners looking for a convenient vacation spot where the winters were mild. Grand hotels and golf courses were constructed, and Augusta was on par with Pinehurst, North Carolina, and nearby Aiken, South Carolina, as holiday destinations after the turn of the century.


Upon seeing a 365-acre site that was once home to Fruitlands Nurseries—one of the largest in the South—Jones knew they had found the spot. “It seems that this land had been lying here for years just waiting for someone to lay a golf course upon it,” wrote Jones in his book Golf Is My Game. In 1931, the site was purchased, architect Dr. Alister MacKenzie was chosen to design the course (with significant input from Jones), and construction began.


It was absolutely the worse time to build a golf course. When the club formally opened for play in January 1933, the country was coming off its worst year of the Great Depression with 23.6 percent unemployment and a gross national product that fell by 13.4 percent. Roberts had figured selling national memberships to a private club built by the world’s most famous golfer would be effortless. Suddenly, even with an initiation fee of $350 and annual dues of $60, he could get few men to join. By 1935, the number of golf courses in the United States had contracted by a third, and Augusta National would dangle on a financial teeter-totter with its survival unsure for years.


For Jones, difficult times didn’t dampen lofty goals. He wanted to bring a U.S. Open to his course. America’s national championship was his true love. He finished first or second eight times in a nine-year span. With Jones’s stature and connections within the United States Golf Association, his dream was to have the championship played in the South for the first time. But the Open was traditionally held in June or July when the club would be closed during the hot Georgia summers, and USGA officials feared that moving the championship up to March or April would create too much of an inconvenience for players and the qualifiers that would have to be held in parts of the country that might still have snow on the ground. And they thought Augusta was too small to support the event.


Jones’s disappointment inspired a thought in Roberts. The club could hold its own tournament and make it unique. There would be no qualifying to get in the field. It would be invitation-only.


The intention wasn’t for the tournament to become a major championship or a championship of any sort. For Jones, nothing rivaled the U.S. Open. In fact, Jones, Roberts, and Fielding Wallace, the club’s first secretary, initially believed conducting a successful event might entice the USGA to bring the Open southward. Instead, their tournament would be a celebration of golf—the great champions, top players of the day, and Bobby Jones. And, everyone with a financial stake hoped the tournament would help sell more memberships.


First, they needed Bob Jones to come out of retirement. He would be the major drawing card. Jones didn’t want to play, but he realized the benefits his appearance would bring and eventually relented.


Then, they needed lots of publicity. For that, there was member Grantland Rice, the preeminent sports writer of the time. O.B. Keeler, who had followed Jones’s entire career, was also on board. Persuading their fellow scribes of the era to cover the tournament wasn’t a problem either. Most of them adored Jones and were delighted to provide good publicity to any endeavor with which he was associated.


Since it was going to be an invitational, players would have to be invited. At the time, telephone usage was expensive, and not only did many people not have one, but those who did often shared a party line with others. The telegraph had been in use for nearly a century, but it was far too informal. Therefore, formal invitations were mailed. It was the least expensive, quickest, and most convenient and reliable form of communication in 1934.


All former champions of the U.S. Open and U.S. Amateur were invited, as well as the top players from the present day. Even with Bobby Jones committed to play, the acceptance rate wasn’t 100 percent. In those tough economic times, there were players who couldn’t afford to travel and leave their club jobs for a week.


With Jones in the field of seventy-two, the inaugural tournament teed off on March 22, 1934. R.S. Stonehouse struck the opening tee shot on what’s now the 10th hole (the nines had been reversed during construction, and they were reversed again prior to the second Masters). Horton Smith, one of the game’s young stars who would meet his future wife that week (the daughter of member Alfred S. Bourne), won the tournament. Jones finished a respectable tied for 13th and continued to play in the Masters until 1947.


The following year, Gene Sarazen, the game’s top player who wasn’t in the field in 1934 because of a previously scheduled tour of South America, entered. He seemingly had no chance to win as he stood in the fairway of the 15th hole—which had been the 6th the previous year. This hole was a downhill par five with water in front of the green. Just 220 yards away, Sarazen decided to go for the green on his second shot. He hit a 4-wood that cleared the water and tracked right into the hole for a double eagle. With one swing, the 15th at Augusta National became one of the most famous holes in golf with the rarest feat in golf mythologized at the typewriters of Rice, Keeler, and others. Sarazen’s double eagle spurred him on to tie Craig Wood, who had all but been handed the winner’s check. Sarazen won in a playoff the next day.


After only its second year, the Masters achieved star status, but it wasn’t officially the Masters. Roberts had originally proposed the event be called the Masters Tournament, and in fact, that’s what nearly everyone from club members to press members called it from the very beginning. Jones objected, thinking it too presumptuous, and it was officially the Augusta National Invitation Tournament. By 1939, he relented on this as well.


Jones, Sarazen, and the public relations machine had put the Masters on the front pages of sports sections across America. But it would take the Second World War and a reset for both the country and the club before the tournament would really take off.


Initially, the Masters had been anything but a financial success, but it survived the Depression. Following the War, its commitment to excellence, forward thinking, and the decision to plow money back into the course and tournament were paying off. It had weathered the storm and positioned itself as one of the top tournaments in golf.


The star soon became the course itself with dramatic elevation changes, ingenious green complexes, and memorable risk-reward holes. The goal was a links-style golf course that made players think with many features taken from Jones and MacKenzie’s favorite, the Old Course in St. Andrews, Scotland. The layout, with scattered hillocks and mounds, had relatively few bunkers and no rough. It was not particularly long either, but in Jones’s opinion it provided “the most interesting test of golf in America.” The generous width of the fairways emphasized second shots with preferred angles of attack from certain sides, and the greens were large and undulating. The routing of the holes provided constant change in direction. Owing to the land’s history, it became a most esthetically pleasing course with azaleas, dogwoods, and pines lining the corridors.


The players were treated better at Augusta National than at any other stop on the professional circuit. From the beginning, the tournament rounds were contested over four days, at a time when tournaments usually were three-day affairs with 36 holes on a Saturday to skirt blue laws and the Sabbath. The pairings were changed daily, and players were grouped in speedier twosomes for every round. In the late-1940s, scoreboards were placed throughout the course instead of employing standard bearers to walk with each group. In the early-1950s, ropes lined the playing areas of each hole with only contestants and caddies allowed inside them. Annually, the purse was one of the largest in golf, and, unlike other tournaments, there was no entry fee. In 1951, officials paid every single professional in the field, and once a cut was instituted in 1957, they kept paying those who missed it. And of course with its limited invitation-only field, the Masters, as its name implied, developed an air of exclusivity with players treated more like guests instead of competitors.


In addition to the players, there was a commitment to the enjoyment of spectators—or patrons as Roberts preferred to call them. Natural mounding was constructed around greens for better sight-lines. There was a lack of overt commercialization. There was private security. In 1960, the club worked with television to create a new scoring system using numbers in relation to par—red numbers to signify how many strokes under par a player was at that point, green ones representing over par. Prices of food, beverage, and merchandise remained reasonable. By 1975, a ham sandwich cost just sixty-five cents and a Coca-Cola forty cents. “We put some meat into the sandwiches, too, and our Cokes are fourteen ounces,” club manager Phil Wahl pointed out. There was no charge for on-site parking in one of 10,000 spaces. Spectator guides with a map of the course, descriptions of the holes, and bios of the players were always complimentary since their first publication in 1949, as were daily pairing sheets. The goal was to provide patrons with an unparalleled experience.


The tournament’s reputation was also enhanced when each of the first nine Masters was won by a future World Golf Hall of Famer, a trend that continued with the likes of Sam Snead, Ben Hogan, Jimmy Demaret, and Cary Middlecoff after the war. To the general public, big name winners meant it was a big tournament. And the club got even more attention in the 1950s when one of its members, Dwight D. Eisenhower, was elected President of the United States.


Images of Eisenhower at Augusta were yet another symbol to be ingrained in the minds of the sporting public. There was the iconic logo devised by Jones himself, an outline of the United States with a flagstick and hole cut where Georgia lies. There was the green jacket, initially made for club members to wear. Beginning in 1949, a jacket was awarded to each champion—one of the most distinguished and recognizable awards in sports. And unlike other championships, having the Masters at the same course year-after-year meant the public was intimately familiar with holes such as 15 and 16 and 18.


Finally, the tournament’s position on the calendar turned out to be key. In the beginning, a benefit was that sportswriters returning northward from baseball spring training in Florida would stop off to cover the proceedings. But being played before the U.S. Open, PGA, and Western Open, the Masters became the first big event of the year. Everyone looked forward to it with anticipation for months; thus, it was discussed and talked about more than any other. For fans across the country, it marked the start of golf season.


By 1975, the Masters was the biggest event in golf and one of the most preeminent in all of sports. And the man responsible for most of its success was Clifford Roberts.


As Chairman of both the Masters Tournament and Augusta National Golf Club, Roberts’s goal was to set the tournament apart from every other sporting event. In his book The Story of Augusta National Golf Club, Roberts wrote, “The Masters is operated for the single purpose of benefitting the game itself.” He was extremely meticulous, and as far as he was concerned, the word “shortcut” didn’t exist. Attention was paid to every detail. At the concession stands, even the paper cups and sandwich wrappers were green in order to blend in with the surroundings if dropped. The yellow pansies in front of the clubhouse received as much care as anything else. By 1975, more than $1 million had been spent on improvements to the tournament and course.


“Mr. Roberts was a perfectionist—110 percent,” says Bob Kletcke, a Chicago native who arrived at the club as an assistant professional in 1963 and served as co-head professional from 1967–2004. “He wanted things done the right way, and that’s the reason the Masters is what it is today.”


As the 1975 Masters approached, Roberts was eighty-one years old, and the club was doing just fine now with close to 300 members and decades removed from financial uncertainty. He had announced his intention of retiring and was in the midst of choosing a successor. “At least forty of our members are capable of running the Masters Tournament, and they could do it better than I do,” he proclaimed during the week of the tournament. The members loved golf and being involved in the twenty-four different committees that ran the tournament, including one called the Tournament Improvements Committee comprised of seven members and ten champions.


Kletcke remembers one profound statement from Roberts: “Bob, when we stop showing the world how to put on a golf tournament, we’ll cancel it.”


All of it—the nostalgia, beauty, serenity, history, hospitality, and exclusivity—created a mystique around the Masters. When you say “the Masters” to players, they don’t think of an answer, they emote one. “It was the whole feeling that came over you when you turned off of Washington Road and went onto Magnolia Lane,” says Billy Casper. Those feelings elevated the Masters to a pedestal of importance explained best by Dave Marr: “At my first Masters, I got the feeling that if I didn’t play well, I wouldn’t go to heaven.”


Everything started with that invitation. As Emily Post wrote in 1922, “Good taste or bad is revealed in everything we are, do or have.... Rules of etiquette are nothing more than sign-posts by which we are guided to the goal of good taste.”


An invitation to the Masters was a sign of what golfers would experience their first time there. The Masters had become the best-run golf tournament in the world. It was a club you wanted to be a part of, and for young players, their first invitation was a rite of passage into golfhood. It was all quite different from 1934.


“At first, you were invited to a party, a celebration of golf, of Bob Jones,” says Johnny Miller. “Augusta was just a Bing Crosby Pro-Am. It used to be just a fun event. The next thing you know, it became this major.”


IN EARLY APRIL 1975, Vietnam still lingered on the front pages of American newspapers. U.S. Marines gathered off shore of the country to evacuate 6,000 people from Saigon, which was about to fall. Although it had come and gone, Watergate really hadn’t passed in the psyche of the American public. The economy was sputtering. Authorities were still searching for a female fugitive with one of the country’s most famous last names: Patricia Hearst. Amid all this, one of the country’s favorite distractions became golf.


Alan Shepard famously kicked off the decade by hitting a 6-iron on the moon in 1971. The World Golf Hall of Fame opened in 1974, just a month after another golf-loving U.S. President, Gerald Ford, moved into the White House. As air travel in the 1970s became easier and more convenient, golf in places like Florida, Arizona, and Hawaii grew alongside the spread of the condominium and time-share craze. More courses were being built, and more people were playing them. By 1975, there were more than 12 million golfers in the United States with 11,370 courses—numbers nearly triple and double what they were in 1960 respectively.


In the professional game, big, corporate money was on the brink of entering, but in 1975 tournaments were fronted by A-list celebrities who were avid golfers and arguably the most famous people in America. There was the Bob Hope Desert Classic, the Dean Martin Tucson Open, the Bing Crosby Pro-Am, the Andy Williams San Diego Open, the Glen Campbell Los Angeles Open, the Jackie Gleason Inverrary Classic, the Danny Thomas Memphis Classic, and the Sammy Davis Jr. Greater Hartford Open. All these tournaments contributed millions of dollars to local charities.


Those celebrities didn’t put up the sponsorship dollars like MONY, Kemper Insurance, or Eastern Airlines—three of the few title sponsors of events that year. But their high profiles did give the game pizzazz and panache and drew interest from many people who were not inclined to follow golf. In early 1975, only the rain-plagued event in Hawaii suffered a decline in attendance from the previous year. Record crowds had already flocked to a half-dozen tour stops, from 38,000 during the final day at Tucson to 47,100 on a Sunday at Greensboro.


Even though the sport could be expensive to produce on television (upwards of $500,000 at the time, approximately ten times as much as a single ballgame), golf was gaining more exposure. Only a handful of tournaments were televised in the 1960s. In 1975, there would be a record twenty-six. Television ratings were as strong as ever with the Bing Crosby tournament in February seen in more than ten million homes. Golf was front page on most sports sections around the nation.


“Those were the glory days of golf,” says Miller.


Still, there was an innocence to the game. Big-time corporate money and sponsorships had yet to flood in. It was a fight to earn good money. “We played golf to win so we had the opportunity to make a living,” said Nicklaus. “We didn’t make our living on the golf course.... I never used it as a job. I used it as a game. I always thought if I played the game well, my financial rewards would be there, but it came because I played well.”


Deane Beman saw things differently. As the new commissioner of the Tournament Players Division (TPD), which had been formed in 1968 when the touring professionals broke away from the PGA of America (it wouldn’t be called the PGA Tour until 1976), Beman foresaw the many opportunities awaiting the tour. The marriage of corporate sponsors and television was at hand. The total purses of tournaments in 1975, of which there were forty-two official events and another nine satellite stops, reached nearly $7.9 million. Due to the recession, it was a figure lower than the last two seasons, but purses would increase this year and wouldn’t slide again until 1992 because of another economic dip.


One of Beman’s initial strikes came during his first Masters week as commissioner, which had become a time for leading officials from golf organizations all over the world to make contacts and conduct business. Beman announced the fledgling Tournament Players Championship would move to March in 1976. In addition, the World Series of Golf held in September, now owned by the TPD and PGA, would be expanded “to serve as a true world championship,” according to PGA president Henry Poe. With that event, the Tour was moving it outside the shadow of the PGA Championship, and with the other, it was trying to out-flank the Masters.


“I think this sets the stage for a major tournament,” said Beman of the TPC. “Becoming a major tournament requires a test of time. You must have the proper organization. And obviously you have to be accepted by the players, public, and the press.” His words were soaked in irony. Augusta National had done this already, and Beman was careful to add, “I don’t think anything possibly can take away from this (the Masters) championship.”


But the more important the sport became and the more important other events tried to become, the more important the Masters remained. Even as the sport increased in popularity and other entities angled for a piece of the pie, the Masters strengthened its hold within the game.


Under that backdrop, Nicklaus, Miller, and Weiskopf made their way to Augusta, Georgia, in 1975. Right behind them were a slew of talented players, each a future Hall of Famer: Arnold Palmer, Gary Player, Lee Trevino, Billy Casper, Tom Watson, Hale Irwin, Raymond Floyd, Lanny Wadkins, Tom Kite, and Hubert Green. All of these men were born within twenty years of one another, combining for sixty-six major championships and 420 PGA Tour wins by the end of their careers.


“Without a doubt, I know that I was in one of the greatest—if not the greatest—eras of players that this game will ever see,” says Weiskopf. “I’m talking shot makers. I’m talking guys who were consistently there every week.”


It was quite a field that would make up the thirty-ninth Masters Tournament.


For many Americans, however, something of significance stood out when they saw all of the men listed above. None were black. Eleven years after passage of the Civil Rights Bill and at a time by which nearly all levels of society and culture had been integrated, black athletes had achieved upper echelon status in almost every sport. In the thirty-eight previous Masters, a total of 574 different men had received invitations from all over the world. Even though Pete Brown and Charlie Sifford had won official PGA Tour tournaments, a black golfer had never been invited to compete.


That was until January 1, 1975, when a tournament secretary stuck a ten-cent stamp on an envelope addressed to 1701 Taylor Street NW, Washington, D.C. 20011. Enclosed was an invitation for Robert Lee Elder.








1975 MASTERS QUALIFICATIONS FOR INVITATION


  1.   Masters Tournament Champions. (Lifetime.)


  2.   U.S. Open Champions. (Honorary, non-competing after 5 years.)


  3.   U.S. Amateur Champions. (Honorary, non-competing after 2 years.)


  4.   British Open Champions. (Honorary, non-competing after 5 years.)


  5.   British Amateur Champions. (Honorary, non-competing after 2 years.)


  6.   PGA Champions. (Honorary, non-competing after 5 years.)


  7.   1973 U.S. Ryder Cup Team.


  8.   1974 U.S. World Amateur Team. (Walker Cup Team invited in even-numbered years.)


  9.   The first 24 players, including ties, in the 1974 Masters Tournament.


10.   The first 16 players, including ties, in the 1974 U.S. Open Championship.


11.   The first 8 players, including ties, in the 1974 PGA Championship.


12.   Semi-Finalists in the 1974 U.S. Amateur Championship.


13.   PGA Co-sponsored Tour Tournament winners (classified by the Tournament Players Division as one of its major events) from finish of the 1974 Masters Tournament to start of the 1975 Masters.
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Lee Elder had vowed to himself never to return to the Monsanto Open. Not after the abuse he received there in 1968, his rookie year on the PGA Tour, when he wasn’t even allowed in the clubhouse. “I’m tired of being called ‘nigger’ and ‘black boy’,” he said of his treatment.


But Elder was a golfer—a black golfer—and the opportunity to play couldn’t be passed up, especially for someone yet to win on the big-time circuit. So Elder went back to Pensacola, Florida, every year until April 1974 when he again thought about skipping the tournament. It was just days after another Masters had passed—another Masters without him or any black player in the field. Even after Hank Aaron, a black athlete, had become baseball’s new home run king in Atlanta on April 8, Elder still didn’t feel motivated. But his wife Rose, who served as his manager but had to stay home for business, encouraged him to go. He had played well at Pensacola Country Club and did enjoy the course, finishing tied for 6th and tied for 10th the previous two years.
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