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BRITISH PROFESSIONALS


JAMES BRAID, Earlsferry, Scotland, 1870–1950


ARCHIE COMPSTON, Wolverhampton, England, 1893–1962


GEORGE DUNCAN, Methlick, Scotland, 1883–1964


ABE MITCHELL, East Grinstead, England, 1887–1947
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JOHN HENRY TAYLOR, Northam, England, 1871–1963


HARRY VARDON, Jersey, England, 1870–1937


TOM VARDON, Jersey, England, 1872–1942
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BERNARD DARWIN, Kent, England, 1876–1961


HAROLD HILTON, West Kirby, England, 1869–1942


CYRIL JAMES HASTINGS TOLLEY, London, England, 1895–1978


JOYCE WETHERED, Maldon, England, 1901–1997


ROGER WETHERED, Maldon, England, 1899–1983


AMERICAN EXPATRIATE PROFESSIONALS


THOMAS DICKSON ARMOUR, Edinburgh, Scotland, 1895–1968


JAMES BARNES, Lelant, England, 1887–1966


“LIGHTHORSE” HARRY COOPER, Leatherhead, England, 1904–2000


ROBERT CRUICKSHANK, Granton-on-Spey, Scotland, 1894–1975


JOCK HUTCHISON, St. Andrews, Scotland, 1884–1977


WILLIE MACFARLANE, Aberdeen, Scotland, 1890–1961


STEWART “KILTIE” MAIDEN, Carnoustie, Scotland, 1886–1948


MACDONALD SMITH, Carnoustie, Scotland, 1890–1949


CYRIL WALKER, Manchester, England, 1892–1948


AMERICAN PROFESSIONALS


MIKE BRADY, Brighton, Massachusetts, 1887–1972


LEO DIEGEL, Detroit, Michigan, 1899–1951


AL ESPINOSA, Monterey, California, 1894–1957


JOHN J. FARRELL, White Plains, New York, 1901–1988


WALTER HAGEN, Rochester, New York, 1892–1969


WILLIAM MEHLHORN, Elgin, Illinois, 1898–1989


EUGENE SARAZEN, Harrison, New York, 1902–1999


HORTON SMITH, Springfield, Missouri, 1908–1963


JOE TURNESA, Elmsford, New York, 1901–1991


ANDREW ALBERT WATROUS, Yonkers, New York, 1899–1984


AMERICAN AMATEURS


PERRY ADAIR, Atlanta, Georgia, 1900–1953


CHARLES “CHICK” EVANS JR., Indianapolis, Indiana, 1890–1979


ALEXA STIRLING FRASER, Atlanta, Georgia, 1897–1977


ROBERT GARDNER, Hinsdale, Illinois, 1890–1956


JOHN GOODMAN, Omaha, Nebraska, 1910–1970


WATTS GUNN, Macon, Georgia, 1905–1994


S. DAVIDSON HERRON, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 1897–1956


HARRISON “JIMMY” JOHNSTON, St. Paul, Minnesota, 1896–1969


ROBERT TYRE JONES, Atlanta, Georgia, 1902–1971


CHARLES BLAIR MACDONALD, Niagara Falls, New York, 1856–1939


FRANCIS OUIMET, Brookline, Massachusetts, 1893–1967


JESS SWEETSER, St. Louis, Missouri, 1902–1989


WALTER TRAVIS, Maldon, Australia, 1862–1927


GEORGE VOIGT, Buffalo, New York, 1894–1985


GEORGE VON ELM, Salt Lake City, Utah, 1901–1960


AMERICAN JOURNALISTS


OSCAR BANE “POP” KEELER, Chicago, Illinois, 1881–1950


AL LANEY, Pensacola, Florida, 1896–1988


GRANTLAND RICE, Murfreesboro, Tennessee, 1880–1954











Prologue




In an average year lightning strikes the United States over 22 million times. Your chance of being hit by one of those strikes is 1 in 300,000: 7.7 casualties per million people per million lightning strikes. Lightning kills a hundred people a year in the United States alone, and critically injures over a thousand. An average bolt carries the power of 30 million volts, and somewhere between 10,000 and 200,000 amps, enough electricity to illuminate a hundred-watt bulb for six months. On July 10, 1926, lightning strikes detonated a naval ammunition depot in Mount Hope, New Jersey, killing nineteen people and injuring thirty-eight others.

On July 29, 1929, a young Atlanta lawyer named Bobby Jones and the members of his regular Monday afternoon foursome were making the turn onto the back nine at East Lake Country Club when they noticed a bank of towering thunderclouds building to the southeast. Bobby had grown up on the East Lake course, dodged a hundred storms during his life there, and decided they would have time to finish their round before the body of the storm threatened them. The first drops of rain began to fall as they putted out on the twelfth green, set near the right arm of the horseshoe-shaped lake that curves around the stately Tudor clubhouse and gives the course its name. As they made their way to the thirteenth tee, a bolt of lightning struck the tenth fairway less than forty yards to their right. Jones felt an ominous tingle surge through his metal spikes. He yelled to his buddies to make a run for the clubhouse, and they had no sooner changed direction than a second bolt hit a small tree at the back of the thirteenth tee, not twenty yards away, exactly where they’d been standing moments earlier. They sprinted across the small bridge that spans the northeast corner of the lake, leading back to the eighteenth green and clubhouse. Huddled under their umbrellas, Jones and his friends lost count of the lightning strikes hammering down on the course around them, a ferocious concentration of energy unlike any storm they’d ever seen.

As they hustled across the broad gravel drive, the last stretch of open ground before the safety of the portico sheltering the locker-room entrance, a monstrous bolt blasted the high double chimney on top of the clubhouse. The chimney exploded in a shower of bricks and mortar. Jones felt his umbrella collapse around his head and he blindly staggered the last few steps to the protection of the door. Safely inside, the men shared a nervous, gasping laugh of relief. When Jones discarded his umbrella and turned around, his friends gasped again: the back of his shirt had been ripped from collar to waist, and he was bleeding from a six-inch gash that ran from his right shoulder to the middle of his spine. A heavy fragment of the chimney had punched through his umbrella, struck him a glancing blow, and torn the shirt from his back. He hadn’t felt a thing. Only now, as the adrenaline began to burn off, did he even realize he’d been injured. The men shared a moment of silent wonder at how close—inches—their great friend had come to certain death. Bobby was the first to break the tension with a joke—the golf gods were obviously displeased with him, but at least he knew where to send the bill for a new shirt. The luck of the Irish again: What else would you expect from a man born on St. Paddy’s Day? Drinks flowed from the jug of bootlegged corn liquor Jones stored in his locker, the worst-kept secret at the club; a survivor’s warmth rekindled in them, and the shadow passed.

When the storm moved through they walked outside and stared again in wonder: the driveway was littered, a debris field of bricks and mortar, some fragments scattered as far as the eighteenth tee box, three hundred yards away. Any one of those objects, thought Jones, could have killed him had it struck him on the head. He took it in stride, fully aware that no matter how much good fortune came your way, one day the final bill comes due. The gods get the last laugh. Time is on their side. A fatal blow had been struck, but no one would know it for twenty-five years.

The myth that lightning never strikes twice in the same place is exactly that; the mast atop the Empire State Building, for example, attracts on average a hundred bolts a year. Lightning of an equally powerful but more metaphysical variety had also centered Robert Tyre Jones Jr. in its sights on the old twelfth hole at East Lake, striking him square sixteen years earlier. Its impact changed the course of his life, propelling him forward to the abundant promise of this moment in 1929, already one of the celebrated names of his age and on the cusp of immortality, as surely as this second strike would lead to his ruin.











Part One Evolution of a Genius







No matter what happens, keep on hitting the ball.


—HARRY VARDON
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Bobby Jones, age six.














Chapter One
East Lake







ON SEPTEMBER 20, 1913, America welcomed a new hero into its sporting pantheon and for the first time the broad middle of the country embraced with curiosity and enthusiasm the exotic game he’d mastered. Playing alone on rain-soaked fairways at The Country Club in Brookline, Massachusetts, against the two greatest golfers in the world, Francis Ouimet defeated Harry Vardon and Ted Ray in an eighteen-hole play-off to win the United States Open Championship. The twenty-year-old former caddie personified a cherished American ideal: that anyone with perseverance, modesty, and backbone could rise above the limits imposed by humble beginnings to achieve greatness. Seldom discussed is how often a person’s real problems begin with that success. Lesser men might have failed a hundred ways under the pressures of Ouimet’s sudden fame, but Francis stood up to that challenge and every other that life subsequently put in his path. You could find in him no trace of destructive pride, ego, false humility, or spite, and he stayed true to the best in himself until the day he died. He never turned professional, choosing instead to focus on a business career and raising a family. In spite of this he remained a first-rate player for nearly twenty years and would go on to win two National Amateur Championships, but in the long run his sterling character contributed even more to the development of the game than his accomplishments as a player. Golf could not have built a better ambassador in God’s own laboratory.


Vardon and Ray had toured America for months leading up to the 1913 Open, facing every one of the country’s finest players without suffering a loss. Victory by one or the other of them had all but been conceded before the national championship; instead, Ouimet’s shocking defeat of the two British immortals made banner headlines across America and around the world. Teenaged boys in particular embraced Francis as a role model and, for once, even their parents approved. Caddie shacks and clubhouses swarmed with new recruits, professionals and amateurs alike, eager to follow Francis into the game. Many would go on to memorable careers, a select few earning the credentials to land them in a Hall of Fame that hadn’t yet been dreamt of. Only one of them would exceed the impact of Francis’s historic breakthrough, relegate the memory of an entire generation of greats to also-ran status, and give rise to a legend that casts shadows over the American sporting landscape to this day.


While his improbable championship spread the gospel of the game and heralded a bright future for native-born players, Francis Ouimet unknowingly served as a kind of secular stand-in for John the Baptist. The game’s messiah was coming, and he was a lot closer at hand than anybody realized. He would emerge from the unlikeliest ground, and only after a cast of extraordinary characters necessary to shape his formative years had assembled around him. Call it destiny or coincidence, but by October of 1913 all the elements necessary for the creation of a sporting miracle had aligned, and they required just one last spark to ignite the subsequent chain of events. As fate, or chance, would have it, the same two players who had precipitated Francis Ouimet’s triumph were about to provide that charge.


Harry Vardon and Ted Ray sailed into New York and embarked on their barnstorming exhibition tour of America in early August 1913. Designed to climax at Brookline in September with a Vardon or Ray victory at the Open, their grand scheme unraveled on that soggy Saturday when Ouimet seized the cup for the United States. The architect of that scheme, their robber baron patron, megalomaniacal Fleet Street mogul Lord Northcliffe, sailed back to Britain bitter and empty-handed. The two defeated sportsmen, professionals to the end, declined Northcliffe’s offer to join his early exit and vowed to complete an additional month of appearances, originally conceived as an extended victory march after their anticipated Open triumph. To their credit they honored their commitments, and, to their surprise, Harry and Ted enjoyed their time after the Open more than the hectic weeks leading up to it.


Harry in particular relished the country’s relaxed, class-free openness, and ever since his earlier exhibition tour in 1900 first introduced golf to much of the country, Americans had returned that affection with compound interest. Ted observed that the fierce, joyful excitement Ouimet brought to their showdown restored Harry’s passion for the game. After years of frustration as a celebrated hero denied entry into English society’s upper ranks because of his low birth, Harry viewed the sport as a job, a grind, and by his own admission had for some time been going through the motions. It was Ted’s opinion that as a result of the affectionate respect paid to him by Francis and his fellow Americans, Harry Vardon found a lasting peace inside his own skin.


A vibrant Indian summer had settled over Georgia when Harry and Ted rolled into Atlanta during the second week of October 1913. A two-day, seventy-two-hole match had been arranged with the best two local pros the New Center of the South had to offer: Willie Mann from Druid Hills and Stewart Maiden of East Lake Country Club. On Saturday, October 11, the four men teed it up at East Lake, a sprawling entertainment complex built on the site of a turn-of-the-century amusement park. National sports headlines the next day would feature the Philadelphia Athletics’ dismantling of the New York Giants in the World Series, their third championship in the last four years. Reporters down south, where no professional baseball team would put down roots for nearly half a century, knew their lead story was taking shape on the fairways five miles east of downtown Atlanta.


Atlanta had come back from the dead in the fifty years since Sherman’s devastating March to the Sea had razed it to the ground. Beginning life as an obscure railway crossroads called Terminus, the city had become a crucial strategic target for Union forces seeking to decimate Southern resistance. The pain and suffering of what is to this day still referred to by some there as the “War of Northern Aggression” was for thousands of Atlantans in 1913 still a living memory. Two industries drove its rapid recovery: the fifteen railroad lines that made Atlanta the South’s hub for transportation and trade, and a fizzy, bottled refreshment that began to be mass manufactured in 1892 called Coca-Cola. Originally marketed as a health tonic, America’s first soft drink’s rise in popularity coincided with the ascendance of the soda fountain as a social gathering place. Because they were introduced to dispense a variety of drinks with therapeutic properties—many of them marketed as “patent medicines”—soda fountains were attached to drugstores or pharmacies, a puzzling proximity that lingered far into the next century, long after “fountains” had stopped serving anything stronger than phosphates and milk shakes. Atlanta was chosen as the state’s capital in 1877, and by 1900 its population had reached ninety thousand. Most residents viewed the city’s rise from the ashes as the region’s most important resurrection; they called it “the phoenix city,” a modern capitalist center built along Yankee corporate lines, without relinquishing the style and social graces that characterized the traditional Southern way of life. Hope and pride, in short supply during the lean decades of Reconstruction, found new life in a city that appeared ready to put the bitterness of the Civil War behind it and shoulder a significant role in forging the young American century.


Private downtown athletic clubs served as vital gathering places for the business elites of early-century American cities. In 1898 the New South’s first such club, the Atlanta Athletic Club, opened for business in a three-story brownstone on Auburn Avenue, featuring a gym, courts for racquet sports, and a grand dining room. The club was such a success that the original sixty-seven members began looking to expand their facilities. One charter member, banker Henry Atkinson, happened to be a close friend of Chicago business tycoon Charles Blair Macdonald, a crucial figure in golf’s American development. A Niagara Falls native, Macdonald picked up the game while studying at the University of St. Andrews in Scotland, where his grandfather was a member of the Royal and Ancient Golfing Society. In need of an outlet for his new passion after returning home, Macdonald founded the Chicago Golf Club, the first eighteen-hole course in the United States, in 1892. A tireless advocate of the sport, Macdonald infected thousands of others with his incurable Scottish affliction. One of those men was Henry Atkinson, who happened to own a parcel of prime country real estate just beyond the Atlanta city limits that included the old East Lake amusement park. When the Athletic Club’s vice president, Atlanta real estate mogul George Adair, approached him about acquiring the 187-acre property with the idea of creating a golf course on it, Atkinson replied, “Name your price.”


The club’s board of directors convinced the Atlanta Rapid Transit Company to extend an electric streetcar line out to the shores of East Lake in early 1904, and that July the Atlanta Athletic Club took possession of Atkinson’s property. The line terminated a few steps outside the club entrance. Swimming and boating became the club’s first official activities, a welcome respite from the brutal Southern heat, and four clay tennis courts were laid in that first summer. Telephone service took a year to organize, a single line at the exorbitant rate of three dollars a month. More than a few backs got scratched along the way: George Adair owned a substantial tract of undeveloped land adjacent to Atlanta’s first country club—as did Asa Candler, another AAC member and owner of the Coca-Cola Company—and the area was soon crawling with exclusive summer homes. In 1905 a primitive seven-hole golf course appeared, a stopgap effort to satisfy early enthusiasts. The next year new club president George Adair imported an architect from Chicago named Tom Bendelow to expand the layout to a full eighteen. Ambitions for the project ran high; Henry Atkinson, who had played the original with C. B. Macdonald overseas, later remarked: “I could at times even visualize the birth of another St. Andrews.”


Tom Bendelow was a native Scotsman, the son of a couple who owned a pie shop in Aberdeen. He immigrated to New York in 1892 and took a job as a typesetter at the New York Herald. Although he’d played golf as a youth, Bendelow stumbled into a career in the game almost entirely by accident. While setting the classifieds one day he spotted a want ad placed by a man looking for an instructor to teach the game of golf to his family on Long Island. The man turned out to be a Mr. Pratt, senior vice president of Standard Oil of New Jersey. During their interview, while struggling to decipher Bendelow’s thick Scottish brogue, Pratt decided that since this confident young man spoke with the proper accent, the game must flow in his blood like single-malt whiskey. Before teaching the Pratts how to play, Bendelow laid out a short course on the grounds of their Oyster Harbor estate. He parlayed the presence of the Pratts on his resume into a stint as greenkeeper of New York City’s municipal course at Van Cortlandt Park in the Bronx. When he remodeled the original nine-hole course and added a second nine, Tom Bendelow became the architect of America’s first public eighteen-hole track. In the summer of 1900, Bendelow received an invitation to play in an exhibition in Connecticut with Harry Vardon, who had professed admiration for Bendelow’s Bronx layout during a swing through New York. When Vardon moved on to Chicago and won the U.S. Open at Charles Blair Macdonald’s Chicago Golf Club, Harry mentioned to Albert Spalding, who’d sponsored his tour, that he’d made the acquaintance of a talented new course designer.


A former star pitcher for the Boston Red Stockings, Albert Spalding had already made his fortune as America’s first mass producer of sporting goods. He was convinced there was pure gold to be mined in the manufacture and sale of golf equipment and in 1900 hired three-time British Open champion Harry Vardon to tour the country and publicize a new Spalding golf ball called the “Vardon Flyer.” The ball failed to catch on, not on its own merits but because the solid rubber “Haskell” ball was soon introduced, rendering Harry’s old gutta-percha ball obsolete; but the widespread display of Harry’s Olympian skills encouraged thousands to take an interest in the sport. That inspired Spalding to pursue another audacious marketing angle. If this strategy was going to work, however, he needed a man who could build golf courses in a hurry. Hundreds of them.


Spalding hired Tom Bendelow as the company’s first official golf course consultant. Bendelow traveled relentlessly back and forth across the country, by rail and later in a custom touring car. He would arrive at dawn in the town engaging his services and walk the proposed golf course site, followed by a flock of anxious local dignitaries. After Bendelow picked an appropriate spot for the first tee, his assistant hammered the first of a color-coordinated series of stakes into the ground. Bendelow laid out the rest of the tees and greens on the fly, stakes going in every hundred yards, wending his way back to their starting place, eighteen holes later. Leaving behind standardized instructions for local contractors who would do the building—and an address where they could direct queries about construction—Bendelow was back on the road by sundown, moving on to his next appointment. The resulting courses universally featured flat, square greens and tee boxes, oblong cross-bunkers that split nearly every fairway, and strange triangular mounds called “chocolate drops” for their resemblance to the iconic Hershey’s Kisses. These were more the product of utility than whimsy: instead of hauling away the tons of rocks turned up during construction, builders sorted them into piles and covered them with topsoil and sod, often in the middle of bunkers. A few survive today, odd as gnomes’ hats.


For his traveling expert’s sought-after services Spalding charged not a penny; his interest was in selling clubs and balls to the courses’ new golfers, but the program proved such a success that within a few years Spalding tacked on a nominal fee of twenty-five dollars. After World War I, when golf course construction exploded, Bendelow went into business for himself, and made his first real money. In the first thirty years of the twentieth century Bendelow designed between seven hundred and a thousand golf courses. Only a few survive that in any way resemble his original designs; hundreds have vanished altogether. The majority were reworked within a few years by the next generation of architects, adding layers of sophistication not available when Bendelow first hit the road. A few gems squeaked through; he was not without talent, and while introducing the game to countless thousands of players his work did improve over time.


A strictly religious teetotaler and a devoted member of a nondenominational Christian sect called “the Brethren,” Bendelow incorporated their stark beliefs about right and wrong into his work. He was an early adherent of what has since been identified as the penal school of course design: commit the sin of a bad shot and players pay for their transgression with a lost stroke. Bendelow’s courses offered no hope of redemption, as the later, more progressive and forgiving, strategic school of course design would encourage. The harshly difficult Number Three course at Medinah Country Club, built outside Chicago in 1928—host to multiple Western and U.S. Opens—stands as a prime example of this species, and as the best Tom Bendelow eventually had to offer.


The same cannot be said, when it first came into existence, of his design at East Lake Country Club. The clubhouse and eighteen-hole golf course opened for business on the Fourth of July, 1908. Regardless of how rudimentary Bendelow’s plans appeared, it took over two years of hard manual labor to carve its bones out of the rolling, heavily forested terrain. East Lake’s list of playing members initially numbered less than twenty-five, ranging in age from six to forty. That original roster includes two names—one boy, one girl, both then under the age of ten—who would not only reach golf’s Hall of Fame but be considered by many as the finest players America has ever produced. Without knowing it, East Lake was already a nursery for genius.


Harry Vardon and Ted Ray arrived for their match at East Lake on Saturday morning, July 11, 1913. They enjoyed a hot breakfast from the club’s kitchen, served on outdoor tables; despite their celebrity, as working-class pros they were not allowed—here or at any other private club in the world—to set foot in the clubhouse. First to welcome them was one of their opponents that day, East Lake’s resident professional, Stewart Maiden, a small, unassuming man from Carnoustie, Scotland. Carnoustie contributed a disproportionate number of recruits to the upstart American golf industry. The Smith brothers, Willie and Alex—the latter a past and future U.S. Open Champion—had hailed from there, and their younger brother, Macdonald, had recently joined them. Alex briefly worked as East Lake’s first professional before turning over the reins to his young assistant and brother-in-law, Jimmy Maiden, a man more committed to servicing the members’ needs than the ambitious Mr. Smith. For his troubles Jimmy pulled down sixty dollars a month and collected one dollar for every forty-five-minute lesson. He supplemented his guaranteed income with a pro’s bread and butter: exclusive license to make, repair, and sell golf clubs in his shop to the members. In 1910 Jimmy moved on to the Nassau Country Club, in New York. East Lake’s golfers voted to promote Stewart Maiden to replace his departing brother as their head professional.


The members at East Lake called him “Kiltie,” which today might be considered a demeaning cultural stereotype, but the intent seemed born from affection. A compact, flat-faced, perpetually sunburned man, Stewart Maiden embodied the stereotype of the dour, laconic Scot. He possessed an uncanny ability to pinpoint and correct swing faults with a minimum of words, doling advice out with the inscrutable precision of a Zen master. Kiltie almost never addressed his students’ problems verbally; for those who worked with him on a regular basis expressions or small gestures spoke volumes. He appears to have genuinely resented the emotional exertion required by speech. Never an easy man to know, he took scant interest in players without talent, with whom he was obligated to spend most of his time—the bane of the teaching pro—and he didn’t suffer fools gladly. After one utterly hopeless longtime student hit his first six shots of a lesson dead sideways, Stewart asked: “Damn it, man, do you have to play golf?” He spoke these final words to another pathetic hacker: “The only thing for you to do is lay off for two weeks, then quit altogether.”


By 1913 Stewart had also developed a serious dependence on strong drink, which did nothing to soften his sharp tongue. But during his first ten years at East Lake, blessed with students of rare ability, he offered instruction of magnificent value and inspired in them undying loyalty. A gifted player, Stewart lacked the temperament for a sustained competitive career—too demanding of his talent, too unforgiving of his faults—but his swing was a thing of beauty; balanced, rhythmic, and deceptively powerful. He had enormously strong hands that drove down and delivered crushing force to the ball at the conclusion of an indolent windup. When he got it going, and wasn’t nursing a beady-eyed hangover, Stewart could hold his own with any pro in the world. That October he’d spent a week brushing up his game and had gone to bed without taking a single nip the night before his match against Vardon and Ray.


No players with their international pedigrees had ever ventured as far south as Atlanta before; this was golf’s equivalent of Siberia, a million miles from the game’s dominant Philadelphia–New York–Boston corridor, or its Midwestern stronghold in Chicago. As was often the case in the city’s early bumptious years, when called upon to measure itself against the best of anything somewhere else had to offer, the local papers decided that Atlanta’s pride was on trial. The little Scottish pro’s professional pride was on the line as well, and in Stewart Maiden’s universe, nothing counted for more.


Among the reporters roaming East Lake’s grounds to follow their match that day was Oscar Bane Keeler, O.B. to his colleagues, better known as “Pop” to his friends. He was thirty-one years old and until this moment a man singularly devoted to making as little as possible out of a classical education. As a student he’d fallen in love with words and letters, but to date his affections had gone unrequited. He’d boxed some in his youth and could shoot skeet with passable skill, but by now Keeler appeared a thoroughly unpromising specimen; a tall, ungainly stork of a man, burdened with bad eyesight, declining motor skills, a weak constitution, and rapidly thinning hair. Not to suggest Keeler possessed no exceptional native gifts—charm, first and foremost; he could talk the birds out of the trees. Pop also possessed a photographic memory: he could recite volumes of verse like a babbling brook and turned out serviceable poems of his own by the dozen. He adored people of every stripe, male and female companionship—for vastly different reasons—and corn liquor, not necessarily in that order. Keeler also possessed a gregarious talent for collecting friendships that he faithfully maintained with bonds of trust and loyalty built to last a lifetime.


From the start of his career Keeler exhibited a gift for distilling unruly chunks of reality into sharply turned phrases, and he could type ten pages an hour without a single error; clearly Pop was born to be a newspaperman, but he had only recently arrived at that conclusion after a long, eventful detour. The son of a hard-driving businessman, during the first decade of his own career Keeler had been fired from a bank, two railroad offices, an iron foundry, a marble finishing mill, a fertilizer manufacturing outfit, and a Mexican silver mine. His last job as cashier for an insurance company ended abruptly in 1908 when a new accounting system he installed proved utterly indecipherable to anyone but himself.


A flirtation with suicide followed, one lonely afternoon on a railroad bridge over the Chattahoochee River. Although his account of this incident, written decades later, skates on a veneer of gallows humor, his despair seeps through; this brush with self-destruction was a close call. Pop had a wife and two kids at the time and had married well, on paper at least. His wife was the daughter of the owner of the Georgia Marble Company, where Keeler’s father worked as general manager. Irreconcilable differences between the newlyweds arose immediately; Keeler was an untidy whirlwind who thrived on thrill and novelty. His wife had been in the market for a husband much more dull and conventional, and harbored ambitions of turning Pop in that direction. After a decade of misery, the Keelers were divorced in 1915. His wife vanishes afterward from Pop’s every accounting of his life; she retired to a sprawling family estate in Marietta, Georgia, called Tranquilla, where she raised their children and never remarried. Whatever darkness drove him onto that bridge, Keeler never gave it full voice. One suspects the disintegration of his young family played the leading role, but self-confession wasn’t the style of the age. Writers hadn’t yet discovered, or readers developed, a voyeuristic hunger for guided tours of personal hells. Throughout his early years Keeler appeared heavily burdened by his successful father’s disappointment in him. His flirtation with death ended with an epiphany that he was living the wrong life; Keeler came down off the bridge and shortly thereafter volunteered his services as a reporter to the managing editor of the Atlanta Georgian.


At this crossroads in his life Pop Keeler gave off an air of the grifter, the wised-up protagonist from a noir novel, drifting from job to job, living below his station and education, working on his advanced degree from the school of hard knocks. A few more bad breaks might’ve put him right back up on that bridge. Keeler knew how narrow his margin for error had become, because before the editor at the Georgian could turn him down, Keeler made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. He would work for free, until such time as his new boss decided he was worth what he was being paid. After tracking down leads like a bloodhound and producing useful items for two weeks, Pop nailed down a real job on the payroll, at eighteen dollars a week—more than he had ever taken home in, as he put it, “ten and a half years of miscellaneous guerilla warfare about the outskirts of the world of business and finance.”


Pop followed his year on the Georgian with three with the Kansas City Star, learning his trade from the ground up and making the acquaintance of a young fellow reporter named Ernest Hemingway. Pop cut his teeth on every kind of story: “hotels, zoos, personals, street-walkers, theaters, baseball, boxing.” In 1912 he returned to the Georgian and the next year chanced upon the subject that would occupy him as a journalist for the next thirty-seven years. Keeler had begun playing golf during a boyhood summer in Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, in 1897; Southerners of means often traveled to the upper Midwest to escape the blistering seasonal heat. He spotted a story about the new sport in a magazine, and golf got its hooks into him the moment he picked up a club. When he moved back to Atlanta his interest flowered into an obsession, even though as a player he would only get steadily worse. Twelve years later Pop published a book entitled The Autobiography of an Average Golfer, a charitable assessment of the talents he describes in this account of his amateur career. Suffice it to say Keeler never once in his life broke 90, which makes Average Golfer a long two hundred fifty pages.


Fortunately, Pop also found substantially more skilled golfers to write about, beginning on that same October afternoon at East Lake Country Club.


Keeler could barely contain his excitement when he got off the streetcar at East Lake that morning. Pop connected with readers because he had such easy access to his own emotions. He picked up feelings in the air at sporting events as if they were radio waves and boiled them down into strong, declarative sentences, letting you experience whatever he witnessed as clearly as if he’d let you borrow his nervous system. And it was the nervous system of a big, excitable shaggy dog, chasing after every new enthusiasm like a passing car. Like most everyone else in Atlanta who followed the game, Keeler had never seen immortals like Vardon and Ray play golf before, and his experience of seeing them stride out to the first tee was overpowering.


I had heard so much about Vardon’s style and the beauty of his play, and the Brobdingnagian walloping of Ted Ray, that I had difficulty in realizing that these wonders were about to be enacted before my very eyes. I was, in fact, so nearly hypnotized by the event that I followed the whole morning round pop-eyed and palpitating.


Pop’s wonder increased when he saw Ted Ray put the wood to a golf ball for the first time.


He teed the ball and took his stance—pipe in mouth; that was another wonder—and caught with a photographic sort of mental impression that has not faded to this day the heave and lunge with which he tore into the ball, coat tails snapped out like the crackling silk of a jockey’s blouse.


I switched my gaze to the hillside across the lake, well beyond where I was accustomed to see the drives of the club’s experts alight. I didn’t see anything. Horrors—had he hooked out of bounds? No. Up toward the top of the hill, far beyond what seemed human range, I saw a spurt of yellow dust fly as if from a rifle bullet, and in my ears was the prolonged “Ah-h-h-h!” the gallery pronounces on such occasions. I believe I helped pronounce it.





Ted had spanked one of his patented, eye-popping three-hundred-yard drives, and with the benefit of a hard fairway relocated his ball within thirty yards of a green that sat over four hundred ten yards away. While Ted wowed the crowd all morning, firing like a howitzer, making birdies and bogies with equal abandon, Vardon quietly went about hitting fairways and greens and recording pars with machinelike regularity. When his putter cooperated—putting being the only weakness in his game; a nerve in his right hand had been damaged by a bout with tuberculosis—Harry dropped his share of birds as well. Opponents often felt as if Harry wasn’t even aware of their presence, and they weren’t wrong; experience had taught him his opponent was the golf course, not the other guy. He played against par, an elusive concept for the casual viewer. Not as spectacular a style in the heat of battle, Harry’s economical method was even deadlier than Ted’s showy fireworks. This was the partnership they’d formed during their tour, reflecting their different temperaments, and it was the reason they were nearly impossible to beat in a best-ball match. In their morning round at East Lake Ted turned in a par 75, and Harry shot 72.


Stewart Maiden and his partner, Willie Mann, looked intimidated by their famous competition and the size of the crowd that morning; both scored 78 and were three holes down at intermission, with eighteen left to play. Although all was convivial on the surface among the four men, Stewart Maiden was determined to put up a stiffer fight that afternoon; he worshipped Harry Vardon like every other pro his age did, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t beat him. Kiltie birdied three of the first eight holes to square the match. When he stuck his approach at the ninth within three feet of the pin and made his fourth birdie of the round, the home team went one up on Vardon and Ray, and the crowd cheered the local boys as if they were the Georgia Tech football team. They halved the first two holes after the turn and came to the twelfth tee with the famous visitors still trailing.


Someone else was following the action at East Lake that day.


A more plainly American name would be hard to conjure: Bobby Jones. Eleven years old. Towheaded, hair still worn in a no-nonsense bowl cut. Knock-kneed, a touch short for his age and a little chubby, baked dark brown with a spray of freckles sprinkled across his face. Knickers, a white shirt, a jaunty little cap; from a distance he looked like a hundred other kids running around in that crowd. You had to get up close to spot the watchful intelligence in his slate-blue eyes, and the crooked right corner of his ready smile, shaded by a sense of irony. That face already owned a degree of self-possession that was almost spooky; an old soul, you might have thought. He’d ridden out from town that day on the streetcar with his best friend, Perry Adair, son of the East Lake Country Club’s current president. A year older, taller and leaner than his little sidekick, Perry enjoyed a growing reputation as the best junior player at East Lake, the city of Atlanta, and the state of Georgia. His younger friend and playing partner was a good golfer, too, but at this stage, when mentioned in the same breath as Perry or paired against him on the course, Bobby Jones always came in second.


Both families had taken summer homes in East Lake the year the country club first opened. The Adairs—wealthier by far, on their way to becoming one of the richest families in the South; they also owned the huge spread of land where Hartsfield Airport would eventually rise—soon built a grand house with all the amenities. The Joneses lived a much more modest existence: still apartment dwellers in Atlanta, albeit in the better part of town. They spent their first two summers at East Lake in rented rooms at a boardinghouse before moving into a ramshackle cottage on the edge of the second fairway called “the mule house.” Local lore on the origin of that name is muddled, but it may at one point have been a stable for a Civil War–era farm that once occupied the grounds. A skirmish during Sherman’s maneuvers around Atlanta in 1864 had raged right across where the golf course stood now, then part of the main highway to Fayetteville. The faint outlines of a trench where Confederate troops dug in and put up a fight still crease the third fairway. Colonel Robert Alston, second in command to a fabled brigade of Kentucky cavalry known as Morgan’s Raiders, lived in the first farmhouse built across the way on what is now called Alston Street. Union army officers commandeered his home during that fight and hoofprints of the mounts they stabled inside are still visible, stamped into its old hardwood floors. In 1878 Colonel Alston founded the Atlanta Herald, which grew into the respected Journal-Constitution, the paper known as “the Voice of the New South,” which would employ Pop Keeler. Alston survived all of the above only to be gunned down in a scandalous shoot-out inside the old State House, in downtown Atlanta.


The myth has persisted that Bobby’s father, Robert Purmedus Jones, was a wealthy man, but during Bobby’s childhood he worked as a corporate lawyer in Atlanta, under his own shingle, and was bringing home a middle-class income at best. Robert Purmedus was himself the son of an extremely successful man, Robert Tyre Jones. Folks called the Jones family patriarch R.T., out of respect more than affection. At a ramrod six feet five, two hundred thirty-five pounds, R.T. commanded attention. A stern, fervently religious character without an ounce of frivolity, he parlayed a small general store into a thriving cotton mill—one of the first blue-denim factories in the country—the leading industry around which the small town of Canton, Georgia, organized during Reconstruction.


The son of a struggling hardscrabble farmer, R.T. had lived through the horrors of the Civil War, and it informed every inch of his character. Life on earth was not for the faint of heart; you wrestled for every advantage, buried your dead, feared God, and gave Him all credit on those rare occasions when any was due. Fear and awe tended to be the reactions R.T. inspired in others. Finding even the harsh determinism of his parents’ Presbyterian faith too liberal for his tastes, at twenty-one he had himself initiated as a strict Southern Baptist. He didn’t drink, smoke, cuss, work on Sunday, or even break down and enjoy a refreshing Coca-Cola. He might indulge in a few hands of Rook every once in a while, but he played no game that required the pagan idolatry of face cards. His instinctual search for a strong faith to sustain him proved sound, because that faith would be sorely tested; his father was later robbed and murdered on the family farm, and his first wife died suddenly at the age of forty-two. While raising seven children on his own, R.T. took the entire extended family under the shelter of his formidable arms. Building his legacy according to dynastic English traditions, R.T. selected a revealing motto for the rising Jones clan: Coelitis Mihi Vires. My Strength Is from Heaven.


Born in 1879, R.T.’s oldest child, Robert Purmedus Jones—he always preferred Bob—grew up enjoying the advantages of his father’s prodigious energies, but his temperament could not have taken a more radically different turn. Lighthearted, fun-loving, athletically inclined, Bob left Canton for the brighter lights of a bigger city at the earliest opportunity. A gifted baseball player, Bob attracted the attention of some local scouts bird-dogging for big-league northern franchises. R.T. never once went to see his son play in a game. Bob was offered a minor league deal by the National League’s Brooklyn Superbas—forerunner of the Brooklyn Dodgers—but R.T. put the kibosh on his dreams of glory; sign that contract, he was told, and I’ll disown you. Bob stayed in school at the University of Georgia, went on to attend law school at Mercer University in Macon, and passed the Georgia state bar exam. Having paid for his son’s education, R.T. made it clear he expected Bob to come back to Canton and practice his profession for the benefit of the family concern.


But his experience of the world out from under his father’s shadow had taught Bob a few crucial facts about himself; he liked to drink, smoke, cuss, tell off-color jokes, hang out with the boys and play poker, and do all of the above on Sunday if he felt like it. Father and son were destined to butt heads, but Bob might never have broken away without an ally to help him resist the pull of R.T.’s gravity. From the town of Auburn and another family whose Georgia roots ran six generations deep, Clara Thomas stood barely five feet tall, weighed ninety pounds, and was physically frail, but she possessed the classic resolve of the Southern belle in the cast-iron petticoat. Bob and Clara met and married immediately in 1900. When their first child, William, died after three agonizing months of illness, the tragedy devastated them. Clara turned the page first, with shocking finality, and never again referred to William by name; from that point on he was only “that baby who died.” In August of 1901, realizing she was pregnant again, Clara insisted they move fifty miles south to Atlanta, to be closer to better medical care. In the diminutive Clara, R.T. had met his match in willpower; not even he could argue with that logic. She also insisted, and Bob agreed, that they would accept no money from his father in order to establish themselves in the big city. Strings came attached to such generosity; R.T. couldn’t help but see it that way. Bob and Clara were determined to build their own life from scratch.


Bob opened a small law office and within a few months picked up enough freelance contract work inside the burgeoning Coca-Cola empire to support his family, maintaining patents and drafting boilerplate bottling and distribution contracts. Networking with his fellow Georgia alums, he joined the downtown Atlanta Athletic Club and befriended charter member George Adair. Clara took to her bed for the last few months of her second pregnancy, taking every precaution to avoid a repeat of their earlier heartbreak. When their son arrived on St. Patrick’s Day, March 17, 1902, the young couple paid homage to R.T. by naming him Robert Tyre Jones. Bobby himself added the “junior” years later, to complete the tribute. But at first, and for some time to come, the boy’s prospects appeared every bit as bleak as those of his late, lamented brother.


Weighing just over five pounds at birth, the baby struggled to maintain his weight, went through operatic fits of colic for weeks at a time, and couldn’t keep solid food in his system long enough to do him much good until he was nearly five years old. Six doctors they consulted were baffled by the boy’s infirmities, offering no treatment more useful than a strict diet of boiled egg whites. At the age of five Bobby still weighed less than forty pounds. Clara’s heightened anxiety about her lost first child played a major part in shaping and disrupting the nervous system of her second; his elusive and fragile “condition” might have been a self-fulfilling projection of his mother’s hyperactive concern for him. The experience of raising a second frail young boy convinced both parents that Bobby should grow up an only child. Terrified of infection from other children, in this era before routine vaccinations when childhood diseases were a deadly threat, Clara kept the boy cloistered in their home, a virtual prisoner to her fears. Aside from the family’s African-American live-in maid, Camilla, and her on-again, off-again boyfriend—who took glee in first teaching him how to cuss—young Bobby could count his circle of friends on the knuckles of his thumb.


Frustrated by his son’s fitful development and hailing from a long line of strapping alpha males, Bob found the prospect of his sickly son wasting away like a hothouse flower distasteful in the extreme. Had Bobby inherited his wife’s delicate constitution, or was Clara raising the child in her own neurasthenic image? It was time to find out. Big Bob, as friends and family had now begun to call him, decided to move the family out to East Lake for the summer to see if clean air and exercise would do for Little Bob what the advice of six doctors had failed to. The Joneses rented rooms in the middle-class home of Mrs. Frank Meador, whose seven-year-old son Frank was conscripted as Little Bob’s friend and guardian. Big Bob and Clara began enjoying the facilities at East Lake, taking lessons in golf—a new game that they both enjoyed—with resident pro Jimmy Maiden. Although this was country living, they weren’t exactly roughing it: Mrs. Meador’s butler used a megaphone to summon boarders on the golf course to dinner.


Big Bob’s gamble paid off: given a chance to run around in the open air for the first time like a normal kid, Little Bob thrived. He spent a Huck Finn summer. When they could find enough players, the local boys played baseball, the first group activity Bobby had ever been allowed to join. He and Frank Meador discovered a creek they could dam up for fishing and didn’t mind that they never caught anything. Bobby adopted an old broken-down pony at a nearby stable, naming it Clara, an honor his mother seemed reluctant to appreciate. The boys were delighted to find that their hunting ground provided “a reasonable supply of snakes to kill.” Most exotic of all was the discovery of a “gypsy camp” across the creek in a small park; whether these were genuine descendants of Romany or itinerant migrant workers made little difference to their excited imaginations.


On a fateful afternoon, one of their fellow boarders, an earnest young man named Fulton Colville, noticed Bobby watching him practice chip shots on the front lawn. He asked the little boy if he wanted to try his hand at a few swings. The club was an old iron cleek, too oversized for Bobby to master. Fed up with how the damn thing was behaving, Colville sawed off the shaft below the grip and offered it as a gift to Bobby after dinner. Bobby and Frank were too young to be allowed on the East Lake course, so they fashioned one of their own on a dirt lane beside the Meador house. There were two fairways identical in length fashioned from the Georgia clay—one no more than an extended ditch—precious little grass, and long stretches of wagon ruts as constant hazards. It’s an overstatement to say the game possessed Bobby from the start. It was just another activity in a rich and varied repertoire of fun, but one detail stood out: Little Bob hated making a bad shot. When he knocked his ball into a briar patch under the bridge that crossed the ditch, it made him mad enough to dance in the road. While such displays looked amusing in a five-year-old, a hunger for perfection and his furious inability to accept anything less from himself already loomed as the biggest mountain he’d have to climb in the first half of his life.


The family moved back to the city in the fall with a healthy son. Little Bob started school and Clara stopped fussing over him. Big Bob’s practice advanced. He took a partner into his firm, and in deference to his warm and courtly Southern manners, friends and colleagues around town began affectionately referring to him as “the Colonel.” The family headed out to East Lake again for the summer of 1908. One evening at twilight Clara took Bobby with her to meet Big Bob as he returned from his Atlanta office on the streetcar, the Suburban Express. On their way to East Lake for dinner they ran into their pro, Jimmy Maiden, about to move on to Long Island and in the process of saying his good-byes to the members. He introduced them to his younger brother, Stewart, not long off the boat from Carnoustie. In many ways a perfectly ordinary moment, it was nevertheless one that six-year-old Bobby would remember vividly.


There was nothing sensational about Stewart. He said very little and I couldn’t understand a single word of what he did say. Jimmy and Dad and Mother did all the talking, and at first I wondered if Stewart could talk at all. Jimmy was going away and Stewart was taking his place. There wasn’t any sensation, any more than when I swung the first time at a golf ball. Stewart was just another little Scot, like Jimmy, only Scotcher. But it wasn’t long before I was following him about the East Lake course and watching him.


Stewart never appeared to notice his little shadow, and if he did he never seemed to mind. Upon arrival Stewart instantly became the best player at the club anyone there had ever seen. He had a classic swing built to the old Carnoustie form: flat, round, and fluid, guided by an even, leisurely tempo to keep the hickory shafts from torquing the head off target as it squared to the ball. Kiltie was all business on the course; hit the ball, find it, hit it again. Bobby couldn’t then identify exactly what it was about the little Scot’s game that so fascinated him, but it was no mystery: this was his first glimpse of perfection—consistent biomechanical precision, lit with a touch of poetry—and he drank it deep down into his unconscious. Bobby never carried a club when he tagged after the little pro; all his focus was on watching. After four or five holes, he would break off to return home, grab a hatful of balls and his three-club kit—his parents had given him a cut-down two wood and a short iron to go with his old cleek—head out to the thirteenth green, and hit balls at the flag until the sun went down. Without any thought to technique, without a single formal lesson from Kiltie, he mimicked that perfect swing and absorbed it into muscle memory until he made it his own. His interests still roamed over the full range of an active boy’s life, but slowly golf staked a greater claim in his sleeping and waking mind.


The game gradually became the center of the Jones family’s social life. Regular Sunday dinners—fried chicken, mashed potatoes, biscuits, and gravy—were followed by informal tournaments played by Big Bob, Clara, and their friends.


Big Bob often led the group in sing-alongs, the era’s most popular form of home entertainment, exercising a pleasant, rumbling baritone. Bobby’s talent for mimicry also became a favorite feature during cocktail hour on the veranda, when his father would call on him to imitate the swings of the regulars in attendance. Bobby enjoyed the attention of his well-lubricated audience; his impressions punctured the deluded self-image of more than a few hackers. (At least one victim, a no-nonsense judge with a torturous preshot routine, was livid over this blow to his dignity. He wasn’t invited back.) The Adair family had moved into the Joneses’ social orbit during this summer and their son Perry joined the kids’ table. Two years older than Bobby, a tall and handsome blond, Perry had been taking regular lessons from Kiltie for over a year and was much further along in his game. The boys quickly became best friends. Bobby now enjoyed the benefit of regularly playing with, and competing against, a better player. A third player soon joined their regular outings, and she was better than both of them.


Alexa Stirling was the second of three daughters of a Scottish-born ear, nose, and throat specialist, who’d brought his lifelong love for golf when he moved to Atlanta near the turn of the century. By the time his daughters were of school age, Dr. Stirling had been named British consul in the city. Alexa played every weekend with her father and began taking formal lessons from Jimmy and then Kiltie Maiden. A redheaded tomboy, five years older than Bobby, willowy, beautiful, and spirited, she loved to hunt and fish as much as Bobby and Perry did, adding a well-turned third leg to the triangle. Her father taught her how to repair automobiles, a skill Alexa retained her entire life. She studied the violin and later performed in professional concerts. She would also become a furniture maker, an accomplished cook, and one of the first female securities traders on Wall Street. With her athletic, economical swing, at a hundred and ten pounds she could drive the ball over two hundred thirty yards. Add to this a personality of charm and winsome modesty, and you realize that Alexa Stirling was one of the remarkable young women of her day. (She was an early classmate of another of those women, Margaret Mitchell; during her twenty years as an Atlanta housewife she wrote a novel called Gone With the Wind.) Every boy she met fell under Alexa’s spell and Bobby was no exception, even if he didn’t yet know the word for it. Another extraordinary role model had found her way into Bobby’s life, and the supporting cast around him was now complete; their impact began to affect his development like tumblers falling into place on a complicated lock.


Later that summer in 1908 someone suggested a tournament for the kids might make an amusing addition to the grown-ups’ regular games. A foursome of Bobby, Perry, Alexa, and Frank Meador were sent out to play a six-hole stroke-play match, a gallery of parents and friends in attendance. Bobby later admitted that Alexa won the contest, but her generosity of spirit changed the outcome. Sensing how much more it would mean to him, she suggested they award the three-inch-tall cup to six-year-old Bobby. Bobby liked winning; he found that out right from the start. He slept with his little silver prize that night and hung on to it for as long as he lived, always polished, in place of pride alongside some of the greatest trophies in the world. Bobby seemed to have an inkling of how important this game might become to him. As an adult he wrote of his peculiar awareness of the simultaneity of time, the dreamlike merging of past and present in the pool of memory. Although these swirling recollections often came unstuck from a strict chronology, he vividly recalled these early days of playing around East Lake with Alexa and Perry as the happiest and most carefree of his life, when golf was still only a game.


This established the enduring rhythm of his boyhood: school years spent at home in Atlanta, where he was always a good, if not exceptional, student; idyllic summers at East Lake, where golf gradually overtook tennis, baseball, fishing, boating, and swimming. His temper continued to flare up hot and ready. During a round with Dr. Stirling and Alexa, Bobby hit a less than perfect shot, tossed his club, and let fly a shocking string of expletives. A proper Englishman, Dr. Stirling forbade him to play with Alexa for the rest of the summer and complained to the Colonel about his outburst. Bobby said he was glad, he didn’t like playing with a girl anyway, which sounds like a ten-year-old’s sour grapes. Two years later Bobby met Perry in the finals of a match-play tournament for kids and beat him for the first time, 2 and 1. Because they were competing in a match, adult golfers stood aside to let them play through, which gave both boys a kick of self-importance. This time Bobby took home a small vase.


In 1911 nine-year-old Bobby entered his first formal tournament, the junior championship of the Atlanta Athletic Club. His first experience with brackets and starting times, pairings and handicaps didn’t daunt him for a second. Playing his way into the finals, Bobby faced a big sixteen-year-old named Howard Thorne and beat him 5 and 4 over thirty-six holes. That win earned Bobby his first mention and a small photograph in American Golfer, the game’s monthly bible. No one was prouder of Bobby’s win than Big Bob; he carried Bobby and the trophy home on his broad shoulders, shouting out the news to Clara. Unlike so many kids of his generation, Bobby never had to walk the extra mile to earn his father’s approval, and the bighearted Colonel gave him no reason to doubt how much he was loved. The harder-edged Clara played the bad cop when Bobby needed discipline. The only spanking he ever remembered getting from his dad came when Bobby nearly drowned after falling into East Lake while trying to land a big fish; even then the Colonel seemed more frightened about losing his only son than angry at him. Scarred by R.T.’s scathing indifference to his once promising baseball career, Big Bob never missed one of Bobby’s important matches and was always first to greet him with a hug when he came off the final green. If there was any trace in Big Bob of the frustrated athlete living out his fantasies through the exploits of a gifted son, Bobby never voiced one word of complaint, and once they moved past childhood’s dynamics they remained devoted friends. There’s an argument to be made that his father’s unwavering support provided the bedrock for every good thing Bobby Jones ever accomplished.


By 1913 the little golf academy that Kiltie Maiden had quietly gone about building at East Lake was about to yield a bountiful harvest. Forty-one-year-old club president George Adair won the first of two city amateur championships. His son Perry captured East Lake’s junior crown for the second year in a row. Alexa Stirling played her first USGA event and established herself as a presence to reckon with in the future. With the membership at East Lake expanding, George Adair contacted renowned Boston-based golf architect Donald Ross about adding a second course and redesigning their original layout. Typical of George Adair’s adroit business transactions, this was the only occasion in his fabled career where Ross ever delivered two courses for the price of one. George bankrolled a trip to Scotland that summer for himself, Perry, and Kiltie to scout the classic links courses for inspiration. They returned full of suggestions and philosophies that Ross embraced in his East Lake designs. Perry’s stories about their adventures on the courses of the faraway land where the game was born thrilled Bobby and created in him a hunger to see it for himself.


Back in school that September, Bobby followed the exploits of Francis Ouimet at the 1913 Open, waiting eagerly on the front steps for his dad to return home with the afternoon papers. When Ouimet pulled off his improbable victory, the story landed on the front pages and suddenly the quaint little game Bobby had grown up playing took on mythic dimensions. The news that the two British giants who had battled Ouimet were coming to the only course he’d ever known stirred up sensational excitement in Bobby, as if gods from another planet had announced a visitation. That he was far from alone in this feeling speaks to the subtle but profound sense of inferiority the South still suffered as a region, a culture, and a tribe of people. The South’s collective psyche had been battered in the Civil War, nowhere more decisively than Georgia, where Union general William Tecumseh Sherman had systematically crushed their way of life.


The re-creation of a vital, assimilated Southern culture needed new role models around which its people could rally. The region’s leaders had traditionally come from politics or the military, but their devastating defeat had disabled those breeding grounds for greatness since the Civil War. A new industry that would revolutionize the experience of self-perception was about to take up the slack. During the early twentieth century motion pictures made possible the first national popular culture. Theatrical movies, popular serials, and newsreels of sporting events distributed from coast to coast created a whole new class of demigods. America’s population had exploded in a flood of European immigration, many not yet fluent in English. Silent pictures arrived at this precise moment, the perfect medium to entertain illiterate masses. These new Americans discovered their heroes could for the first time be admired for politically neutral talents, such as throwing a baseball, performing goofball slapstick comedy, or rescuing a girl tied to phony railroad tracks. Old World class issues that sorted out who reached the top rungs of society’s ladder were made irrelevant by the screen’s two-dimensional immortality. Even without the aid of movie cameras—although they would show up for every subsequent U.S. Open—Francis Ouimet had just proved that a golfer, of all people, could stand up there on Mount Olympus.


Eleven-year-old Bobby Jones inhaled the news from Brookline. All he glimpsed in that breakthrough was a small ray of hope for himself; if this twenty-year-old caddie could win the U.S. Open, anything was possible. While watching Vardon and Ray play the game in person, Bobby’s young dreams for glory of his own took their first steps.


When Vardon and Ray played exhibitions against local professionals, one of two things happened: the pros would either collapse under pressure or play the game of their lives. Stewart Maiden and Willie Mann had mounted a comeback that put them in the second category; the two British greats knew they were now in a match. Kiltie had already played his second shot onto the twelfth green. Harry followed, landing even closer to the pin. Ted, as usual, had hit the longest drive, but pushed it right. He found his ball in the rough, a hundred sixty yards out and twenty yards behind a forty-foot-tall pine that stood directly between him and the green.


Bobby and Perry were in the gallery that scrambled around to watch Ted play his shot. So was Pop Keeler, although he didn’t yet know either of the boys; they might have been standing right beside each other. As Ray walked to his ball, puffing on his pipe, wise veterans in his gallery—Keeler among them—speculated that he would have to punch back to the fairway around the tree and take his medicine.


“He’ll lose a shot here for sure,” Bobby remembered saying to Perry. “He’s dead behind that tree.”


Ted took one look at his ball, one at the tree, and a quick glance at the green. Without hesitation he pulled his favorite club—a one-of-a-kind handcrafted thing he called a “Snieler,” the rough equivalent of a nine iron—from his bag, planted his feet, and swung down at the ball as if he meant to kill it.


“He hit that ball harder than I ever have seen a ball hit since, as if he would drive it through to China,” Bobby later wrote. “Up flew a divot the size of Ted’s foot. Up also came the ball, buzzing like a partridge from the prodigious spin imparted by that tremendous wallop—almost straight up it got, cleared that tree by several yards, and sailed on at the height of an office building, to drop on the green not far from the hole. The gallery was in paroxysms. I remember how men pounded each other on the backs, and crowed and cackled and shouted and clapped their hands. As for me, I didn’t really believe it. A sort of wonder persists in my memory to this day. It was the greatest shot I ever saw.”


Keeler picks up the action from there: “And Ted Ray, his pipe in his mouth, the club tucked under his arm, was striding on toward the green long before the ball had come down, as if nothing at all had happened. He did not ever look after it.”


Just another day at the office for Ted.


Bobby watched the last six holes of the match in a state of wonder as the drama shifted into high gear and held that crowd in thrall. Harry made his birdie at twelve. He and Ray went on to birdie the next three holes, but Kiltie birdied fifteen as well, and then got another at sixteen to cut the Englishmen’s lead back down to one. After halving the seventeenth, Stewart dropped a twelve-footer for his third birdie in the last four holes on the eighteenth. That left Ted Ray with an eight-foot putt for birdie to secure the victory and avoid a sudden-death play-off. He studied the line from both sides for the first time that day, stepped up, and slapped it into the back of the cup to win the match. All four men had played their second round in at least two strokes under par and received a sustained ovation. After witnessing such an amazing exhibition, the home crowd didn’t seem to mind that their favorites had been nosed out at the wire. Pop Keeler waited his turn on the club’s single telephone as reporters lined up to call in their headlines, while club members repaired to the bar and relived the great day long into the night.


Young Bobby could hardly sleep that night, lying in bed replaying every shot over and over. He had witnessed a display of astonishing skill, but beneath the placid surface of their polished play he had sensed a fierce struggle, capable of producing moments of rare wonder, delicacy, and power. Not so much man against man, but each man against himself, testing his limits and his capacity for rising to meet the test. Everything about it appealed to him; he wanted to be in that place, try to hit those shots under pressure, feel what those men felt. Lightning had struck Little Bob, and it ricocheted over to hit Pop Keeler square as well. Both their attitudes about the game of golf had been transformed in that instant, forever. They spent the following day at another Atlanta country club, Brookhaven, watching Vardon and Ray play two flawless rounds on yet another course they’d never seen before against another pair of local pros, the Mackenzie brothers. The English visitors played with equal brilliance and won handily. Ted thrilled the crowd again by hitting his drive on the ninth across a swamp, a forced carry of over two hundred eighty yards, a shot no man had ever pulled off before. All Harry did in Atlanta was play for par, and average 72 over his four rounds, on bumpy, unfamiliar Bermuda greens he later likened to “putting on grapevines.” Ray’s monstrous power shots had seized center stage in Bobby and Pop’s memories, but in the days and weeks to come, something about Vardon’s quiet persistence loomed larger.


Bob later wrote: “Harry seemed to be playing something beside Stewart and Willie or the Mackenzies; something I couldn’t see, which kept him serious and sort of far away from the gallery and his opponents and even from his big partner; he seemed to be playing against something or someone not in the match at all. I couldn’t understand it at the time; but it seemed that way.”


A few weeks later that October Bobby experienced a milestone of his own, and he raced across four fairways to share it with his dad, near the end of his Saturday game at East Lake. Bobby waited for his father to walk off the eighteenth green. The Colonel was puzzled when he saw the look on Bobby’s face; the boy’s hand trembled as he solemnly held out the scorecard. Big Bob read the card carefully.


“I made sure Perry attested to it,” said Bobby. “He signed it, right there.”


Bobby had shot his first 80 and made sure Perry signed the card so there’d be no question about its legitimacy. The Colonel smiled, held out his arms, and wrapped his only son in a bear hug, blinking back some tears. There would be a lot of whooping and hollering for the Jones boys on their walk home that evening. To put this eleven-year-old’s achievement in perspective, only 3 percent of the people who take up the game ever break 80 in their lives.


The lessons Bobby had learned in golf were clear: the game was played for pleasure, but when you excelled in competition other people admired you, and your dad lavished you with praise, sometimes to an extravagant degree. By acquiring value in the eyes of others you could begin to believe you possessed it yourself, which in turn helped generate the self-confidence necessary to play this fiendishly difficult game at increasingly higher levels. A shortcut forward into the wider world had opened for the young lawyer’s son like an enchanted passage, a priceless opportunity for anyone, particularly a bright, precocious kid with such abundant natural gifts.


Harry Vardon’s method had quietly seeped into Bobby. He had been playing a match against Perry Adair in his record-breaking round, but for once he never gave a thought to what his opponent was doing, or who was winning. It was the first round he had ever played against the only opponent that mattered, the invisible one he hadn’t yet given a name to, the toughest of them all.


Pop Keeler called him Old Man Par.


 


[image: photo]


Bobby, twelve, winning at Roebuck.














Chapter Two
One Wrong Turn







THE YEAR 1914 IS best remembered as a hinge on which the modern world swung into the open jaws of hell. As the twentieth century began, developing technologies had created an unprecedented period of sustained prosperity. Mass manufacturing and new systems of distribution made possible by the car, railroad, and steamship had created the first global economy. Banking, industry, education, psychology, the arts and sciences took profound leaps toward what appeared to be the dawn of a golden age. Political efforts on behalf of the poor led to the organized labor movement, easing the suffering of the lower classes. Borders opened across Europe and the emergence of travel as a leisure activity among their upper classes created mutual appreciation and empathy between once avowed enemies. International commissions working to standardize means of commerce like Weights and Measures spoke to this spirit of cooperation. Similar efforts led to the abolition of the African slave trade, the outlawing of child prostitution, and the first treaty to halt the trafficking of opium. The Hague Conference of 1899 even established benchmarks for the humane conduct of war, an unthinkable development only scant years before. By the spring of 1914, the continent had been free of bloodshed for forty-four years, since the end of the Franco-Prussian War. All these developments contributed to a growing perception that Europe embodied mankind’s potential as a morally progressive, self-improving species. Schoolchildren of Bobby Jones’s age were being taught that hope for the future had never been brighter.


Only these nations’ rulers stood in the way of achieving that dream. With the exception of democratic France and Switzerland, Europe was ruled by an inbred nest of corrupt nineteenth-century monarchies. Centuries of politically motivated marriages between these ruling families meant the inhabitants of every palace were related by blood; the grandchildren of Queen Victoria alone occupied key positions in the royal households of seven different countries. Simmering with ruling-class intrigues, the self-absorbed imperial courts of these otherwise modern nations were about to allow their petulant family squabbles to escalate into an apocalypse.


An arms race between the French and Germans began in earnest with the advent of the twentieth century. France’s principal ally, Great Britain, whose navy had ruled the seas for a hundred years, felt threatened by Germany’s decision to create a militant fleet and filled their own shipyards with steel-clad destroyers. Germany’s chief ally, the Austro-Hungarian court of the ancient Hapsburg Dynasty, fearing attack from czarist Russia, maintained a huge standing army. A mare’s nest of shifting alliances and mutual defense treaties among these five major powers locked their fates together. To protect those obligations, the armies of Europe’s five empires grew by over 600 percent between 1900 and 1914, and armed with increasingly powerful weapons of destruction, their generals felt an increasing obligation to put them to use. Battle was part of life’s natural rhythm, a time-honored method of letting off steam. It became a common belief among senior military staffs that a war should be waged because it could be. They developed elaborate contingencies in the event trouble arose, pairing with each imaginable ally against every conceivable enemy. They expected the worst of their neighbors—the lesson of a thousand years of European history—and the sound of rattling sabers filled the air. Europe had entered a labyrinth honeycombed with trip wires; any act of aggression would trigger an escalating string of retaliations.


Although each nation had an able corps of statesmen, the ability of their kings and kaisers and czars to negotiate with each other lagged far behind the drumbeat of these preparations for war. There were no “hotlines.” The telegraph was too impersonal to be an effective diplomatic tool. These nineteenth-century heads of state refused to conduct state business over the newfangled telephone, and two-way radio had not evolved enough to be of any practical use. During the summer in which this was about to come to a head, instead of meeting face-to-face as common sense demanded, the leaders all left for their traditional summer retreats. Viewed from the perspective of a future century, what happened next seems nothing less than a willful act of collective insanity.


The impending European crisis could not have been further from the mind of America’s champion golfer when he set sail for England from Boston in the middle of May 1914. Francis Ouimet had just turned twenty-one, and a generous offer from the members of his home club allowed him to accept an invitation to play in Britain’s Amateur Championship. After making landfall, Francis sat down for his first English breakfast in a London hotel and found himself under surveillance by a nearby table full of reporters, whose stories in the evening papers reported that the young giant-killer ate grapefruit, eggs, dry toast, and coffee. Reporters dogged his every step for the next six weeks, on and off the course, looking for faults. England’s sporting establishment felt they had a score to settle with Ouimet; most refused to accept that his win over Vardon and Ray could have been anything other than a fluke. On the train to London, concealed behind a sports page splashed with photographs of his arrival, Francis overheard a conversation between two proper gents who took seats in his compartment. After spotting the photos of Francis on his raised newspaper they launched into a diatribe.


“Obviously he knows precious little about the game,” one of them complained.


“Yes. Very poor indeed compared to our better English players.”


Francis had to pinch himself to stop from laughing out loud from behind his paper.


As much as he enjoyed the sightseeing and hospitality, Francis didn’t play well in England. Like hundreds of American golfers before him, and hundreds of thousands afterward, he was baffled by his first exposure to Britain’s seaside links. The keys to conquering their subtle topography and quirky, treeless layouts eluded him, and when the winds kicked up, his game was defenseless; he could barely break 80. By the time he’d figured out how to play an effective knockdown shot with his irons—from watching the great English champion Harold Hilton—it was too late to perfect it for the Amateur. The British Amateur is the greatest endurance test in championship golf, requiring seven match-play victories of its winner in five days. Held on the links at Royal St. George’s, in Sandwich, Kent, the prevailing winds blew in relentlessly over Pegwell Bay. After eking out a first-round win, Francis went down without putting up a fight in the second, 2 and 1. He endured an even worse beating afterward in the British press, who seized on this as confirmation that the “Boy Wonder” possessed more luck than skill. They hardly seemed to notice that one of Francis’s traveling companions, American champion Jerry Travers, played far worse; he was eliminated in the first round by a middle-aged Englishman suffering from lumbago who limped in with 88. The only American who managed to hold his own was Charles “Chick” Evans Jr., the gifted, persnickety Chicagoan, who had arrived in Sandwich with only three days to prepare.


Chick Evans was twenty-four years old in 1914, and his best golf was still ahead of him, although he had already reached the semifinals of the U.S. Amateur three times, losing in the finals to Jerry Travers in 1912. The child of a librarian father and a doting mother, he had a sunny, toothy, extroverted public persona that concealed an insecure underdog’s psyche. Chick liked to portray himself as an up-from-nothing kid, a former caddie who’d never been handed a break, but his childhood had been solidly middle class. Although he presented a pleasing face to the world, Chick fueled his competitive fires with a get-even edge that bordered on spite. He had worked his way to the top of the game around Chicago while still a happy, carefree personality. He laughed and joked constantly with his gallery, remembering hundreds of people by name, and this created a warm atmosphere of support that Chick needed to play his best golf. Herbert Warren Wind, the great American golf writer, noted that there was something “pleasingly rural” about him. Chick won so many tournaments so easily that his series of meltdowns on the national stage of the Amateur began to look like either cruel fate or the fatal symptoms of a man who choked under pressure. As one defeat followed another, darkness dragged down Chick’s buoyant confidence; he began to refer to himself as the “uncrowned champion,” and reports surfaced of his simmering resentment over Ouimet’s victory at the 1913 Open. He told friends that this breakthrough moment that galvanized American interest in the sport was supposed to have been his; he was the better player and had been for years, everyone said so. He referred to Ouimet in print as “a young boy,” even though Chick was only three years older. He even seized on a quote of Vardon’s that Chick was the best amateur he had faced during his American tour. Chick neglected to add that Harry made that statement weeks before meeting Francis in the Open at Brookline.


Although he was the most gifted amateur the Midwest had ever produced, Chick frequently bumped heads with the game’s Eastern establishment. He felt, not without justification, that players associated with the Western Golf Association—who governed the game in Illinois and points west—were often treated as the USGA’s poor relations. Now struggling to make ends meet as a young Chicago stockbroker, Chick made it a point of pride when entering any competition to always pay his own expenses, refusing all patronage. He tended to resent any amateur who had the means to do so with less strain, which set him on an inevitable collision course with Francis and later on with young Bobby Jones.


Although the underlying reasons were more complicated—psychologists might have a field day exploring the fact that he didn’t marry until his late thirties, coupled with an intense, lifelong attachment to his mother—there was a simpler physical explanation for Chick’s difficulties than paranoid favoritism or ill fortune. He was always a superb tee-to-green player, a master shot maker whose career spanned half a century; he would play in his last U.S. Amateur, incredibly, in 1961. As a testament to his shot-shaping skill, he seldom carried more than seven clubs in his bag, but Chick suffered from a nasty case of the yips, and down the stretch of every major he’d played in—and lost—he came unraveled with a putter in his hands. This was Chick’s second trip to England—he bowed out early in the 1911 British Amateur to a left-handed Tasmanian—so he already had experience with links play under his belt, and his craftsman’s talents carried him further than any other American at Royal St. George’s; Evans reached the fifth round before losing when he missed a three-foot putt.


Francis redeemed himself the following week, when he accepted a last-minute invitation to travel across the channel to La Boulie, the premier Parisian country club, to compete in the French Amateur Championship. Although not considered a major on the scale of its British and American counterparts, the French Amateur still attracted a strong competitive field from throughout Europe. Playing on a more familiar American-style parkland course, Francis found his form again and captured the trophy. The French, predictably, hailed him as the “great French-American golfer.” He sailed back to America in the first week of June with his confidence renewed and a second national title. He also had time while stopping in London to share a dinner with his friends Harry Vardon and Ted Ray.


Harry Vardon was forty-four and in fitful health, the legacy of an eight-year battle with tuberculosis that cut the heart out of what otherwise might have become the greatest professional record in the game’s history. In the two decades since 1894, three men had dominated British golf: Harry; his fellow Englishman John Henry Taylor; and a tall, angular Scotsman, James Braid. Each had stamped his name on the Claret Jug five times—only five other men during their era even won it once—and a debate still raged about which of the Great Triumvirate was greatest. By 1914 these friends and rivals were running out of chances to settle the issue. The arena couldn’t have been more appropriate; Prestwick, on Scotland’s Ayreshire coast, had been home to Old Tom Morris, the game’s patriarch professional. It had played host to the first twelve Opens and twenty-three to date. Harry had notched two of his Opens there, most recently in 1903, just before his illness; Braid had won the fourth of his five titles the last time they’d played Prestwick in 1908, and Taylor was the event’s defending champion, having edged out Harry the year before.


When by the end of the first day at Prestwick Vardon and Taylor had turned this Open into a two-man race, interest in the tournament hit an all-time high; hourly special trains were added from Glasgow and Edinburgh, bringing hundreds who’d never seen competitive golf before. The two men were paired together for the final thirty-six holes. Seven thousand people teemed around them as they began that morning; Harry estimated that number doubled for their final round that afternoon. Unlike the polite, appreciative fans who typically patronized the Open, this crowd was out of control; people surged and swarmed around them, fighting to establish a view for the next shots as they raced down the fairway. The players were pushed, elbowed, and kicked by the stampede, and their clubs nearly snapped in two when they tried to exchange them with their caddies. Stewards trying to control the crowd finally just gave up, but the two men in the fight never did. Vardon held a two-shot lead as they left the course for their lunch break. Alone in the pro shop, the two men compared injuries. Both their shins and ankles were black and blue from the beatings they’d taken.


A solid wall of people lined three hundred fifty yards of fairway from tee to green when they began their final round. Harry lost a stroke on the first hole but sensed their running battle with the gallery was wearing down his old friend. Both men were so exhausted by the grueling ordeal each later confessed they were afraid they might pass out. Harry had lived through this sort of hysteria at Brookline the year before, but it was an unwelcome new experience for the highly strung Taylor. From the second to the ninth Harry ran off seven consecutive pars; his lead grew to five as they reached the back stretch, and he closed Taylor out with two tough pars at the finish, winning his sixth Open by three strokes. When the crowd danced around them after his last putt fell, all Harry wanted to do was sit down and rest. He later considered this the greatest of all his victories.


The verdict was in: Harry had edged ahead of Taylor and Braid at the finish line. The Great Triumvirate they would always remain, but from that day forward no one ever questioned who was the greatest among those extraordinary equals. Harry’s sentimental victory at Prestwick would prove as important to his legacy as Jack Nicklaus’s 1986 Masters win later was for his. It was the last major championship any of the three would ever win, although Harry had one last hurrah in him and would emerge as a surprising mentor to a promising young golfer from Atlanta, Georgia.


It was June 19, 1914. Not a single person in the crowd that mobbed Prestwick that afternoon suspected they had just witnessed the last sporting championship Great Britain would hold for the next six years.


Nine days later, the world exploded.


Archduke Franz Ferdinand, nephew of Emperor Franz Josef of Austria, was heir to the Hapsburg throne. He was fifty-one, a dull, prideful, and humorless royal who was intensely unpopular at home. Other than waiting for his uncle to die, his primary governmental responsibility was the ceremonial post of inspector general to the Austrian army. In June 1914, Ferdinand arrived in Bosnia to observe their annual maneuvers.


After four decades of occupation Bosnia had been annexed by the Austrian empire in a blatant land grab only six years before. Serbia, a quarrelsome republic to the south of Bosnia, had won its independence from the Ottoman Turks after centuries of resistance in 1878. Borders in the tempestuous Balkans—the Turkish word for mountains—have always been slippery, usually with blood. As a result tens of thousands of Serbs still lived in Bosnia. When Serbia’s diplomatic attempts to unite those Serbian regions of Bosnia into a Greater Serbia failed, Serbs in both countries transferred their hatred of the Turks to the occupying Austrians. The Balkans had already become a stone in Austria’s shoe, but the Hapsburgs decided that allowing geopolitical lines in this treacherous little corner of the world to be redrawn according to ethnic allegiance invited wide-scale disaster. Serbian resistance to Austria’s occupation hardened. A few desperate men, members of a secret Serbian nationalist group called the Black Hand, decided that the only way to force Austria out of Bosnia was through an act of terror.


At the conclusion of maneuvers, Franz Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie, traveled to the Bosnian capital of Sarajevo on June 28. Theirs was a union unique to European royalty; they married for love. Sophie was a lady-in-waiting from an upper-class family, but miles too far down the royal food chain to satisfy the Hapsburgs. Franz Josef enlisted three heads of state and even the Pope to persuade Ferdinand to give her up. He refused, more determined to marry her than ever. The emperor finally granted approval on the condition their children be removed from the line of succession. Not a single member of the royal family attended their wedding. Ferdinand’s devotion to his mate emerges as the most admirable part of his character.


June 28 happened to be their fourteenth wedding anniversary, and Sophie was expecting their fourth child. Ferdinand decided to take his beloved into Sarajevo so she could ride in a royal procession, a right denied her in Vienna. By dread coincidence, June 28 also happened to be a day of dark import on the Serbian calendar; it marked the anniversary of their defeat at the hand of the Turks in 1389, the dawn of their enslavement under the Ottomans. As far as the radicals of the Black Hand were concerned, it was the perfect day to ruin everyone else’s history. Expressions of alarm poured into Vienna from all over Europe: keep the archduke out of Sarajevo. Serbia’s ambassador to Austria delivered an explicit warning: if Ferdinand entered the capital there would be an attempt on his life. Tipped off by an informant within the Black Hand, they even knew the names and whereabouts of the assassins; arrest orders were issued to every border crossing, but the assassins entered undetected and the warnings never reached the archduke. Not only did Ferdinand make the trip to the Bosnian capital, he dismissed his Austrian army escort beforehand in order to avoid irritating the locals with a show of foreign military force.


It was an uncommonly hot summer day in Sarajevo. Ferdinand and Sophie rode in the second car of their motorcade, with the top down so they could wave to the crowds. Seven Black Hand assassins had distributed themselves along the parade route, all poor young working-class Serbs, every one of them suffering from terminal tuberculosis, the definition of nothing left to lose. As the motorcade passed, one of them threw a hand grenade at the archduke’s car. Ferdinand saw something fly toward his wife, reached up and deflected it into the street, where it exploded, resulting in minor injuries to spectators and members of the royal party in the car behind them. Their assailant swallowed a cyanide pill—which he vomited up—then threw himself in the river. Authorities beat him half to death and took him into custody. The motorcade sped on to city hall where, after calming the furious Ferdinand, dignitaries gave their scheduled speeches to the crowd thanking the archduke for his visit, at the conclusion of which he stood up and thanked them for their hospitality.


Convinced they should now leave the city, Ferdinand insisted they first visit the hospital where an injured member of his staff was being treated. The royal party jumped back into their cars and departed city hall. The driver of the car in front of Ferdinand’s had not heard the change of plans and took a wrong turn, following the route that would have taken them to a museum, the next scheduled stop in their original itinerary. After they made the turn, Ferdinand’s chief of staff, riding in the car with him, shouted at their driver to halt at once and turn around. The driver hit the brakes.


They came to a dead stop outside a sandwich shop on Franz Josef Street, six feet away from Gavrilo Princip, the Black Hand’s lead assassin. Believing they’d missed their chance, Princip had just finished his lunch. When he looked up and saw the royal couple in front of him, Princip pulled a gun from his pocket, stepped next to the car, and fired twice. The shots sounded muted; the chief of staff assumed they had missed, since both Ferdinand and Sophie seemed uninjured. He screamed at their driver to move. As their car sped away Princip tried to turn the gun on himself, but witnesses wrested it from his hands and threw him to the ground.


As they crossed the river, Ferdinand gestured frantically and a jet of blood streamed from his mouth; he’d been shot in the neck, severing an artery. Sophie screamed, then collapsed at her husband’s feet in shock; the second shot had hit her in the stomach. Only the archduke realized they’d both been shot; he pleaded with Sophie to stay alive for the sake of their children, then tried to comfort her, whispering: “It is nothing . . . it is nothing . . .” until he lost consciousness. Both died before their car reached the hospital.


The remaining conspirators were captured within days. One cracked under interrogation and named three senior Serbian military officers as the masterminds. Austria demanded they be turned over for prosecution. Serbia refused. Three days later, on July 28, vowing revenge, Austria declared war on Serbia, but only after receiving assurances their chief ally, Germany, would honor their mutual defense pact. If Franz Josef had attacked at once, unilaterally, historians agree their war might have stayed a local quarrel. But securing Germany’s support forced Russia’s hand, as an ally of Serbia, to mobilize against Austria, and the trip wires began to detonate. Germany declared war on Russia, which drew France in because of its defense pact with the czar. Turkey and Bulgaria threw in with the Germans and Austrians—now known as the Central Powers—while Japan joined the Allies. England, the last domino to fall, came to the defense of France when the Germans moved their forward divisions into Belgium to strike toward Paris.


With nationalist passions aroused, enormous pro-war demonstrations crowded every capital. For the first time movie cameras captured the majesty of assembled military might and those images reached deep into the continent’s heartlands. The fever spread. Enlistments soared, conscriptions accelerated, reservists were called to active duty. Hundreds of thousands of young European soldiers eagerly marched down the broad, tree-lined boulevards of the world’s most sophisticated cities. Troop trains clattered toward every border. By August 4 bullets were in the air. The dogs were unleashed. The path of twentieth-century history pivoted on this trifling moment.


If not for a wrong turn. If not for a sandwich.


Newsreel footage and photographs of the archduke’s assassination played in movie houses and newspapers across America. Everyone from Bobby Jones to President Woodrow Wilson saw these stark images of the crime. Wilson, the most dedicated golfer who’d ever lived in the White House, had given up the game that summer; his wife, Ellen, was slowly dying. She had suffered a serious fall, and her slow recovery led doctors to suspect that something more serious was responsible. Wilson never gave up hope for her recovery, but by the time they made a proper diagnosis in mid-July—Bright’s disease, a degenerative kidney ailment—it was too late.


The Wilsons had been married for twenty-nine years. Ellen was a vibrant, generous, gifted woman—she installed an art studio in the White House for her well-regarded paintings, and sponsored the first serious attempt to rehabilitate Washington’s shocking Negro slums—and the brittle Wilson made no secret of his dependence on her. During long nights keeping vigil over her decline, the former Princeton professor read the dispatches describing this string of firecrackers exploding across Europe with the horror of an educated humanist losing his faith in God and man. His ambassadors in France and Great Britain pleaded with him to intervene. When he learned of atrocities committed by the Germans as they marched through Belgium—thousands of civilians slaughtered, priests assassinated, cities burned to the ground—Wilson wept. But intervention did not reflect the national sentiment. Isolationist tendencies dominated every geographic, ethnic, and economic sector of the United States. Hundreds of thousands of recently immigrated Americans had fled Europe to escape this sort of senseless bloodbath; most wanted no part of another. Wilson took the country’s pulse and kept quiet, preoccupied with his own private tragedy.


Ellen Wilson died peacefully in her sleep on August 6. She whispered an instruction to her doctor at the end; he must tell her husband that she wanted him to marry again, knowing the loneliness of his job would cripple him.


Ten days after he returned from burying his wife in her native Georgia, two weeks after Germany invaded Belgium, Woodrow Wilson formally articulated America’s official response to the European conflict: neutrality in thought and action.


The opening moves of the war played in banner headlines, but the farther one moved from the East Coast the more the conflict felt like distant thunder. Outside Atlanta, where the Jones family and their friends spent another untroubled summer at East Lake, the news barely registered on Bobby. East Lake’s clubhouse had burned down in an electrical fire that spring and its replacement was under construction; the Joneses and new member Pop Keeler, among many others, mourned the loss of their handcrafted golf clubs for months. Stewart Maiden’s shop ran overtime to address the crisis; Kiltie personally fashioned a first grown-up set of clubs for Bobby. Donald Ross’s newly designed course opened for play that summer and was not an immediate success. Ross had reversed the routing to run counterclockwise, one of his standard innovations. As old East Lake was the only course Bobby had ever played, the new layout confounded him—it was over three hundred yards longer—and his game went temporarily sideways. During their years together the little pro gave him less than ten hours of formal instruction; Bobby learned primarily by watching and repeating. He responded to setbacks by concentrating harder on the details; he noticed that a smaller, heavier ball called the Zome Zodiac flew a little farther and a lot straighter into the wind. A larger, lighter ball called a Black Domino went longer with the wind behind him. He began to study ways to attack a hole strategically rather than just step up to the ball and swing—small but significant advancements to his game, and remarkable in a twelve-year-old.


Pop Keeler was typing up a story at the Atlanta Georgian one Friday morning when he overheard a fellow sports reporter named Milt Saul speaking with their chief editor. Like Pop, both men were avid golfers; Saul was a member at East Lake, and he was complaining about a tournament he’d entered there.


“They really ought not to allow kids in these things,” said Saul. “We’ve got three or four youngsters entered, and I’ve got to play one of ’em tomorrow—Little Bob Jones. He’s a squirt, twelve years old. Of course I’ll beat the wadding out of him, but what’s the point of taking up time beating infants?”


The following week Keeler overheard another conversation between the two men. The chatty Saul had been strangely quiet, and the boss stopped by to ask how the match had gone with Little Bob.


“He licked me eight and seven,” said Saul, flustered. “I was right: they ought not let kids play in these things!”


Little Bob Jones: Keeler filed the name away.


On the day President Wilson declared America’s neutrality, American golfers gathered at the Midlothian Country Club outside Chicago to begin play in the 1914 U.S. Open. Francis Ouimet had traveled west to defend his title, heartened by a successful defense of his championship the week before at the Massachusetts State Amateur. He sustained that excellence in the first round at Midlothian with a stunning 69, the finest complete round he could ever remember playing. Fully expecting to find himself in the lead when he made his way to the scoreboard, he was shocked to see someone had posted a 68. Francis was less surprised when he saw the name next to it: Walter Hagen.


The twenty-one-year-old club pro from Rochester, New York, had finished second at Brookline the year before in his first Open, a noteworthy accomplishment overshadowed by Ouimet’s big win. Walter still lived a hand-to-mouth existence, and over the winter had nearly given up on golf to pursue his big-league baseball dreams. While he was trying to decide between a tryout with the Philadelphia Phillies and a return to the Open, a last-minute offer from a club member to pick up expenses for the trip to Chicago tipped the scale in the smaller ball’s favor. Walter pulled his fancy white silk golf outfit out of mothballs and hopped on the day coach to Chicago from Buffalo, heading that far west for the first time in his life. Determined to travel in style as long as someone was picking up the tab, Hagen arrived the night before the tournament and checked into the first-class Great Northern Hotel. He set out in search of the swankiest restaurant he could find and ordered two dozen oysters and a boiled lobster, like the huge red one on the poster outside. Walter had never tasted lobster before and decided it had been worth the wait. He ate the whole thing, with mayo, then took in a movie.


By the time he got back to the hotel Walter was in agony. Food poisoning. The house doctor couldn’t do a thing for him. Nothing did. Hagen felt as if he were retching up meals he’d eaten as a child. By dawn he could hardly stand, let alone play golf. Maybe in a week or so. A friend convinced him to ride out to the course and see how he felt once he got there; if he quit the tournament now, Walter’s wealthy patron back home might not buy that story about a bad lobster, and ask for a refund. Walter made it to the train in fifteen minutes. It was a typical late summer Midwestern day; sweltering heat and the soot and cinders blowing off the rails through the train’s open windows nearly finished him off before they arrived. Walter staggered into the Midlothian locker room, changed into his fancy silks, staggered out to the range, and tried to hit some balls. It hurt to take a full swing. His body ached, his head and stomach throbbed. He gobbled a handful of aspirins and headed for the first tee, barely able to see.


And broke the course record with a 68.


Hagen made headlines in all the Chicago papers the next day, his first blast of publicity since his strong showing at Brookline. Walter Hagen meeting fame was an open-and-shut case of love at first sight; he ran toward the spotlight. Ouimet played his heart out over the next two days, in some ways a more impressive performance than the year before when he’d snuck in under everyone’s perceptions. His every shot was played under intense scrutiny and he stood up to it, finishing in a three-way tie for fourth. Hagen went back to meat and potatoes and led the tournament from wire to wire. The only man who made a run at him was local favorite Chick Evans; with a chance to tie Walter at the last if he could chip in from off the green, Chick missed by less than two feet and finished second, another blow to his fragile self-esteem. Afterward, employing the kind of camouflaged excuse that he had learned to master, Chick admitted, “I had been putting badly, but I could hardly attribute that to my sprained ankle.”


Hagen never fully recovered from food poisoning during the Open and decided afterward it was the best thing that could have happened to him. He had a tendency to obsess about things he had no control over, like the weather or competitors’ scores. He was in so much physical distress at Midlothian he couldn’t focus on anything other than the shot in front of him; if it turned out well, so be it. If it stunk up the joint, that just gave him a chance to make up for it with the next one. Wild recovery shots from impossible locations soon become Walter’s bread and butter, and better suited his risk-seeking personality than the missionary-position monotony of a fairways-and-greens style.


“Nobody remembers who finished second,” he said.


After his win at Midlothian, thinking too much on the course never troubled Hagen again. The swagger and suave diffidence Walter patented as his trademark style—making him a worldwide icon the likes of which his sport has seldom seen again—can trace its lineage to that Chicago chophouse lobster.


One last stop remained on the game’s championship calendar. The U.S. Amateur Championship was held at Ekwanok Country Club in Manchester, Vermont, during the first week of September. The Amateur drew even less attention than the Open had six weeks before. Coverage of the war’s escalating atrocities dominated the newspapers: during the last days of August, the advancing German army destroyed the Belgian town of Louvain, home to an ancient university known as the “Oxford of Belgium.” Hundreds of civilians were butchered and forty thousand others driven from their homes. Every book in the school’s library, over 230,000 volumes dating back to the Middle Ages, was put to the torch. A city and community that had thrived for over a thousand years vanished from the map. Broad sections of Belgium received the same brutal hammering. By the end of the month, the German army crossed into France.


The amateurs gathered under Vermont’s picturesque Green Mountains, but the war cast longer shadows; Francis Ouimet, who three months before had won the French Amateur, spent evenings between matches reading accounts of fierce fighting drawing closer to the course he’d competed on outside Paris. Francis headed for a showdown in the final with defending Amateur champion Jerry Travers. A silver-spooner, Travers had learned the game on a private course his father built on their Oyster Bay estate. He was a notorious playboy—known for squiring showgirls around Broadway—but for the last ten years he had nevertheless dominated the amateur game. The two men had first met in the quarterfinals of the 1913 Amateur; Francis, an unknown making his debut in national competition, took Travers deep into their match before fading down the stretch. Travers went on to win his record fourth Amateur. At Ekwanok Francis again found himself cast as the underdog to the seasoned Travers.


The finals of the National Amateur may be the most nerve-wracking event in American golf: thirty-six holes, the only match on the course with every eye present locked onto every shot. Francis succumbed to pressure early on, while the stoic Travers—who played in a self-absorbed fog of concentration—built a two-hole lead. On the twelfth green Francis realized he was taking his eye off the ball just before he putted. With that correction he steadied his game and closed the gap. The two men stood dead even at the halfway point, and then Francis went on a spectacular run, won six of the next twelve holes, and had Travers dormie six at the thirteenth. They tied the hole, which won Francis the championship, 6 and 5. The crowd cheered and surged forward, but instead of doffing his cap and offering congratulations, Travers pulled his driver and headed up a hill to the next tee. Francis remained behind, chagrined. The crowd backed away, confused. The man refereeing their match, USGA president Robert Watson, had to hustle after Jerry and quietly point out that the match was over. Travers had completely lost track of the score. He came down the hill and apologized for his lapse in etiquette, and Francis accepted with equal grace.


More than winning last year’s Open, this victory in the Amateur fulfilled Francis Ouimet’s most enduring ambition and solidified his reputation. He was only twenty-one years old, in obvious command of every aspect of the game. As the first golfer to capture both American championships, Francis now stood alone as the most admired figure in his sport the United States had ever produced. His future was pure blue sky. Distinguished players and the sporting press agreed that Ouimet possessed the skill and determination to dominate golf, both here and abroad, for many years to come.


Less than two years later, in a controversial ruling that split the national golfing community down the middle, Ouimet would be banned from all amateur competition by the game’s governing organization. That same summer a cocky young teenager from the South was getting ready to make his debut in national competition.


Francis would not win his third major title for another seventeen years.
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Bobby in a Red Cross Match.
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Bobby, fourteen, at Merion, 1916.














Chapter Three
Into the Fray







THE ORIGIN OF YOUNG Bobby Jones’s hunger to succeed remains slightly mysterious; it appears, from the beginning, to spring from the core of who he was. He owned an only child’s conception of himself as the center of the universe, which was certainly a factor. His grandfather’s Old Testament willpower at first glance seems to have bypassed the congenial Colonel, but Big Bob drove himself hard in business or any other competitive situation; he just did it in supremely affable style. Bobby inherited aspects of both men. Pleasing his father was important to him, but Bobby had ferocious expectations of his own, etched deep into his neurological and emotional codes. That’s a quality which can drive a man to madness, and Bobby would come perilously close to the edge of that road.


In May 1915, Bobby set a new scoring record at East Lake, and club president George Adair decided he was ready for the next level of competition. George and his son Perry had planned a trip to Montgomery, Alabama, where both were entered in one of the South’s biggest invitational tournaments, and they wanted Bobby to come along. First they had to convince his father; George offered to pick up all the expenses, but the Colonel hesitated over what would be Little Bob’s first tournament away from home. Not until Bobby made an impassioned plea for his dad to let him make the trip did he give his okay.


Bobby distinguished himself in the tournament at Montgomery, but not by his own high standards. Although he missed qualifying for the first flight, he made it all the way into the finals of the second before losing to a thirty-year-old left-hander; a man hitting from the “wrong side of the ball” made his defeat even more humiliating. Bobby pitched a fit afterward and tossed some clubs around, feeling like an absolute failure. He was only thirteen, three months shy of high school, and already expected to beat experienced players more than twice his age.


Provided his game continued to advance, the Colonel had promised Bobby he could enter the prestigious Southern Amateur once he turned fifteen. Bobby returned from Montgomery convinced his career was ruined, only to discover his father had entered him in that year’s Southern, two years ahead of schedule. What was more, since East Lake was hosting the event Bobby had been tapped for its four-man team in the interclub competition. Kiltie Maiden had now taken the emerging prodigy firmly under his wing and Bobby had thoroughly assimilated his swing. When a friend of Kiltie’s from Carnoustie arrived for a visit, he spied Bobby on the course from a distance, mistook him for the wee Scotsman, and could not be persuaded otherwise until Kiltie appeared in person. Kiltie had a word with Big Bob about putting Bobby on the East Lake team—a word sounds about right; a full sentence was an oration for him—and that convinced the Colonel his son was ready.


Little Bob wasn’t so sure. The night before the tournament he laid out his first pair of long pants to wear; self-conscious about his appearance, Bobby was afraid he still looked like a stumpy schoolboy in his usual knickers.


Tuesday morning, June 15, a dangerous hailstorm held up play for over an hour. After waiting out the delay in the locker room, Bobby felt so nervous in front of the big crowd gathered at the first tee he had to “keep looking at the ground to keep from falling over.” His little round face screwed in a mask of determination, he went out and shot the best round on his team—which won that part of the competition. He finished second for the qualifying medal, one stroke behind the leaders, in a field of 215 of the best players from every corner of the South. Out of that group the top sixty-four advanced to the match-play brackets that would determine the championship. East Lake members crowded around to shower praise on their young hero, while the Colonel proudly held court in the bar; he’d qualified for match play as well. It should have been a red-letter day in the Jones household, but all Bobby could think about as he lay in bed that night was how much better he could have played, reliving his mistakes over and over, establishing a pattern of perpetual dissatisfaction that would torment him for years.


Jones never failed to qualify in any tournament he entered for the rest of his life.


The next day Pop Keeler traveled out to East Lake to cover the Southern Amateur and watched this young Jones kid he’d heard so much about tee it up for the first time. Keeler was recovering from a late spring bout of double-lobe pneumonia—he described it as being “snatched from death feet first”—and found himself short of breath hiking up and down East Lake’s hilly fairways. Bobby handled his first-round opponent easily and advanced to the round of thirty-two. He drew a perpetual favorite in his second match, a stocky veteran in his fifties from Houston named Bryan Heard. In his crisp khakis and battered sun helmet he looked like a grizzled African explorer. Friends called Heard the “Commodore.” The unlikely duo fought a memorable duel, but the Commodore edged Bobby out with a snaking thirty-footer at the seventeenth, 2 and 1. Keeler observed Bobby closely at the end:
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