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One


EMPRESSES OF GOLF
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EVEN before they struck their first shots on that spring morning at Troon in 1925, Joyce Wethered and Glenna Collett surely must have sensed that something extraordinary was about to unfold over that ancient links in Ayrshire. During the years since the Great War, on opposite sides of the Atlantic, the Englishwoman and the American had played such overpowering golf that they set a new standard for the women’s game, sweeping aside even the breakthrough players who had preceded them. Wethered and Collett had become the talk of the golfing world, and fans everywhere were desperate for a match between them. Ten months earlier, the American magazine Golf Illustrated had demonstrated the extent of that hunger with a full-page presentation titled ‘Empresses of Golf’. It featured studio portraits of Joyce and Glenna looking their loveliest. Wethered, 23, sits in an armchair, wearing a sleeveless dress over her willowy frame. Collett, 21, stares serenely at the camera, her elbows propped up on a table, her chin resting on her folded hands. The caption notes, simply, that: ‘A meeting between these two stars is a treat that is in store for the golfing world in the near future.’


Now, at 10.20 a.m. on 25 May, that moment had arrived as the two women prepared to tee off in the British Ladies’ Championship. Both wore a cloche hat, a calf-length skirt and a sweater over their blouse – Wethered’s a cardigan, Collett’s a Fair Isle she bought in Scotland to ward off the chill. Everyone attending that championship had hoped the draw would place Wethered and Collett in opposite brackets, setting up the delicious possibility that this first meeting between them would come with the title on the line. It was not to be. Fate brought them together in the third round, raising fears that the rest of the championship would be a letdown. The golf Wethered and Collett played certainly lived up to its billing. Before they reached the turn that morning at Troon, both Joyce and Glenna were keenly aware that in one another they faced the most formidable opponent they had ever confronted in a match, or ever would.


Playing over that windswept links along the Firth of Clyde – a genuine championship test at 6,415 yards – they arrived at the ninth tee all square, with scores approaching level fours, the standard in that age for flawless golf. Wethered was one over, Collett a stroke higher. Scores that low were unthinkable for women in 1925. Two years earlier at Troon, playing from the same tees, Arthur Havers won the Open Championship by playing all four of his rounds in a shade over level fours. Wethered and Collett were, frankly, astonished by the game they brought out in one another. ‘I played as perfect golf as I ever will play,’ Glenna marvelled in her memoir, a notion Joyce repeated in hers, almost to the letter. That afternoon at Troon marked the beginning of a sporting rivalry that would captivate the golfing universe for a decade and establish a lifelong bond between two very different women, one born of respect for a competitor whose brilliance inspires your own.


Four years later, the competition between Wethered and Collett would reach its heart-stopping crescendo – this time, fittingly, in the final of the first Ladies’ Championship to be conducted at St Andrews in a generation. Both women would live to a great age – Collett to 85, Wethered to 96 – but neither would ever outlive the legend they created that afternoon on the Old Course. Their match eclipsed even the glories of Troon. Bernard Darwin, golf correspondent for The Times, was so dumbstruck by what he witnessed at St Andrews that the greatest of all golf writers found himself, for once, at a loss for words.


Wethered and Collett would meet on nearly a dozen other occasions in the afterglow of that championship – at the 1932 Curtis Cup and during Joyce’s 1935 tour of North America – generating a level of respect for women’s golf that would once have been unimaginable. Their accomplishments represented nothing less than the realisation of a goal women had been striving to reach since the earliest days of golf. Ladies began taking to the links as soon as their husbands began donning scarlet jackets and heading to the club for a game. They did so with the single-minded intent of proving that they, too, could master the sport that had so beguiled their men. That quest took on a deeply symbolic meaning because it unfolded during a singular time in history, an era when suffragettes around the globe were fighting stubbornly, sometimes violently, to establish their rightful place in a patriarchal world.


Even as women founded their own golf union and launched their own championship in 1893, their fight for the right to vote was gaining momentum worldwide, with the final victory achieved just a year before Wethered and Collett engaged in that unforgettable duel at the home of golf. With the suffrage issue dominating headlines in the US and Britain, the supremacy Wethered and Collett achieved in golf stood as living testimony to the point women fought to make. Given a fair chance, they could develop a level of skill equal to any man’s. The women’s rights movement, however, was not the only history that coloured the rivalry between Wethered and Collett. There was golf history, too. Their matches were played during the years when America was building what Darwin described as its ‘great golfing empire’. Season after demoralising season, the most cherished of British trophies, the Claret Jug, was spirited away across the Atlantic.


By 1929, when Wethered and Collett met in that epic final over the Old Course, the truth was that there was only one player left in Britain who had not been vanquished by an American – Joyce Wethered. It is, perhaps, one of the ironies of history that the upshot of the enormous recognition Wethered and Collett brought to the women’s game was something neither Joyce nor Glenna wanted, as women who believed firmly in the prevailing ideal of their age – that golf was its best when the game was played for love and not for money. Less than a decade after they left the field – Wethered at the conclusion of her triumphant US tour, Collett for the sixth and final time as America’s champion – women would take their first steps towards establishing a professional golf tour of their own, once again striding confidently into a world that had previously been the sole province of men.
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LADIES ON THE LINKS
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READERS of Edinburgh’s Caledonian Mercury awoke to news so shocking on 24 April 1738 that it would be reprinted in papers as far away as London and the American colonies. ‘Early last Tuesday morning,’ the report read, ‘two married women of the city stept out to Bruntsfield Links to a concerted match at golf, followed by their husbands carrying the clubs. Curiosity led thither a great crowd, who were charmed with seeing the half-naked viragos tilt the balls so manfully, and their dexterity in holing. Considerable wagers were laid; but Charming Sally carried the prize.’ The mind reels with questions about this curious report. How did men in that male-dominated society come to be carrying clubs for their wives? Had they lost a bet? What was meant by half-naked? Had those two domineering women – virago, after all, means ‘female warrior’ – played without a corset or a proper hat? Truth is, not much can be known with certainty, beyond that women playing golf in public was rare enough in 1738 that the story would be picked up by the Daily Gazetteer and Read’s Weekly Journal in London and across the Atlantic in the South Carolina Gazette.


This much can be safely inferred: women had wanted to play golf from the moment men took up the game. It is worth noting that the match reported in the Mercury took place six years before the Gentlemen Golfers of Leith staged the first formal competition in 1744, playing for a silver club donated by Scotland’s capital city. Reports of women playing golf continued to crop up regularly through the years. The Statistical Account of Scotland mentions women and children playing over the links at Musselburgh during the 1790s. In December 1810, members of the Royal Musselburgh Golf Club voted to donate a prize for a competition among the town’s fishwives. Evidence of women playing over the links at St Andrews surfaced early on, too. In 1855, Mrs James Wolfe-Murray, daughter of the Royal and Ancient Golf Club’s revered leader John Whyte-Melville, scandalised the town by boldly taking to the course, playing alone with two clubs.


A dozen years later, women would get the first golf course of their own, designed by the man who did more than any other person to spread love for the Scottish game, Tom Morris of St Andrews. The ladies’ links he created, however, was something entirely different from courses played over by men. By the early 1860s, women in town had taken a fancy to putting, a brand of golf Victorian society considered far more appropriate for ladies than Mrs Wolfe-Murray’s forays on the St Andrews links. Women played their games over a handful of short holes near Old Tom Morris’s shop, which caddies had laid out to pass the time as they awaited a bag to carry. Caddies didn’t appreciate women invading their space, although they were savvy enough to keep quiet about it, and gentlemen of the R&A didn’t want their wives mixing with ruffians. They asked Morris to lay out a proper course for the women of St Andrews, leading to creation of the Himalayas putting green, a rollicking 18-hole adventure that has changed little over a century and a half and remains among the most popular attractions in town.


That same year, 1867, saw the formation of the oldest women’s golf club in the world, still thriving as the St Andrews Ladies’ Putting Club. Morris showed his commitment to welcoming women into the world of golf by doing double duty for the next 30 years as keeper of the ladies’ green. The club’s first competition, conducted on 5 October 1867, was a roaring success, drawing a substantial crowd of upper-crust ladies and gentlemen as well as 22 entrants, among them women with the most famous surnames in St Andrews – Moncrieff and Chambers, Tulloch and Boothby. The prizes were the club’s Golf Medal and silver pebble brooch, both of which are competed for even today. Newspapers lapped it up, with fawning coverage appearing in the St Andrews Gazette, the Fifeshire News, and even the national newspaper, The Scotsman, which described the event as a ‘most novel, interesting and excellent competition’.


Over the years, the Ladies’ Putting Club came to play a significant social role in St Andrews, one that would remain part of the game through the ages. In those days, gentlemen could join the club as associate members. That provided an outlet for courting in an informal atmosphere, a rarity in the Victorian age. Men and women could play alongside one another in monthly medals. During the spring and autumn events, restricted to ladies only, men could tag along as markers or caddies. The Ladies’ Putting Club also made one other social contribution that will forever remain part of the game. In a way that ancient golf societies for men had never done, it made the game a family affair, one children would be introduced to by their parents, as is so often the case today. In July 1888, the St Andrews Citizen announced plans for the first Children’s Golf Club. It was open to boys and girls, ages five through 13, whose mothers belonged to the Ladies’ Putting Club, as well as to the children of visitors who swelled the club’s ranks every summer. By September, the club had been formally launched, with 134 children as members.


The experience of one famous family – the Taits of Edinburgh, frequent visitors to St Andrews – demonstrates the impact the Children’s Golf Club would have on developing young players. In 1895, a band of travellers that came to St Andrews every summer and were popular with the townspeople donated two prizes for a competition among members of the Ladies’ Putting Club, a claret jug for first place and a medal for second. The best of 60 scores was the fine 105 turned in by Edith Tait, the older sister of a youngster who would grow up to be one of Scotland’s most famous and beloved golfers. Her brother, Frederick Guthrie Tait, would get his first taste of glory over the Ladies’ Putting Green as well. In September 1881, aged 11, Tait took first place among 42 players in a Children’s Club tournament, with a score of 107. It was an early sign of the great champion he would become, with victories in the 1896 and 1898 Amateur Championships before his tragic early death in 1900 during the South African War. Even today, the Children’s Golf Club remains an institution in St Andrews, hosting putting competitions that introduce new generations of boys and girls to the royal and ancient game.


UNMATCHED ENTHUSIASM


In its report on that first competition of the Ladies’ Putting Club in the autumn of 1867, The Scotsman confidently predicted that this new pastime ‘will become a favourite game, not simply among the ladies of St Andrews, but throughout the kingdom’. The newspaper’s correspondent, however, would never have guessed that the next ladies’ golf club would be formed not in Scotland but England, at Royal North Devon, better known as Westward Ho! Truth is, that might have been expected, given that North Devon’s founders, Isaac and William Gosset, had close ties to St Andrews. The year after Tom Morris laid out the Ladies’ Putting Green, Westward Ho! built one nearly identical to it on Northam Burrows. The North Devon Ladies’ Golf Club was founded that same year, 1868, with 35 women as members and a number of gentlemen as associates. It was followed in 1872 by the London Scottish Ladies’ Golf Club at Wimbledon, with 14 original members. Neither of those clubs would last, disappearing after a few years and being reconstituted in the 1890s. They were, however, an early sign that English women would embrace golf with unmatched enthusiasm. It would not be long before they wanted more than mere putting.


By the 1880s, English women were forming clubs that played over courses which required genuine golf. Some had links of their own, others competed over the men’s course, sometimes using forward tees. So many women took up the game that they played a significant role in the great golf boom that swept England before the war, according to new research by historian Michael Morrison. By 1894, England had 44 ladies’ clubs, more than twice as many as Scotland. The membership of those clubs, however, by no means reflected the number of women playing golf. Scores of men’s clubs had a ladies’ section, so English women actually were playing at more than 100 golf clubs by the middle of that decade. By 1889, some 3,700 women had taken up the game, one of every 10 golfers in England. When war was declared in 1914, women accounted for one of every four golfers and their number had swelled to 73,000.


It was during this frenzy of growth that a pivotal figure in the history of women’s golf – Issette Pearson – would fall in love with the game and under the spell of Dr William Laidlaw Purves. Issette was born in Devon, on 2 November 1861, to Thomas and Mary Pearson. Her father was a landed gentleman, although when Issette was still a toddler, he made a bad investment that nearly ruined him. Pearson moved his family to Birkenhead, near Liverpool, and opened an insurance business. His firm proved so successful that in 1887 Pearson decided to expand in London. It was there, on Barnes Common, that 25-year-old Issette caught the fever for golf. Tall and sturdy, with a decidedly stern countenance, Pearson looked matronly even as a young woman, in part because she always wore her dresses buttoned tightly up to the neck.


Pearson quickly earned a reputation as an outstanding player, and early on she developed ambitions for the future of women’s golf. Her opportunity to pursue them would arise when she became a founding member of the revived Wimbledon Ladies’ Golf Club in 1890. At the club, she met Laidlaw Purves, an Edinburgh-born eye surgeon who practised in London. He was a powerful figure in the emerging world of golf, a leader at Royal Wimbledon and Royal St George’s in Sandwich, the first English links to host an Open Championship. Purves and Pearson were two proverbial peas in a pod – Issette branded by journalists as ‘despotic as the Czar of Russia’, Purves so caustic and aggressive that he tended to alienate those whose help he needed most. They met at a propitious time. Since 1866, Purves had been campaigning to establish a central ruling body for a rapidly growing game – one that could develop and govern a universal set of rules, as well as a handicapping system that could account for the vast differences between golf courses. Purves’s efforts had gone nowhere, mostly because other powerful men in the game found his browbeating tiresome. In Pearson, he discovered an equally formidable woman who saw the issues the same way he did.


Not long after the Wimbledon Ladies’ Club was re-established in 1890, its members began to play home-and-away matches against neighbouring women’s clubs. Pearson immediately encountered the same problems bedevilling the men’s game. While most clubs followed the rules used at St Andrews, many had local variations that created inconsistencies. Worse still, each club had its own way of establishing handicaps, which were so wildly different that matches often turned out to be lopsided. Not only that, Pearson believed women needed a national championship of their own to match the men’s Amateur inaugurated at Royal Liverpool in 1885.


By then, Purves had become fed up with his lack of progress in men’s golf, which would not agree on how to govern the game and its rules until 1897, years after women had shown the way. He leapt at the chance to help Pearson realise her ambitions. It provided Purves with a platform to demonstrate how effective his ideas could be when put into practice. In the spring of 1893, Purves and Pearson sent a letter to women’s clubs throughout Britain, inviting them to a meeting on 19 April 1893 at 2.30 p.m. at the Grand Hotel in Trafalgar Square, London, to discuss the prospect of forming a golf union. Before those assembled got down to business, Purves gave a speech in which he laid out the goals of this new union and vented his frustrations about the way his ideas had been ignored by leaders of the men’s game, especially those in St Andrews. ‘When the members of the Wimbledon Ladies’ Golf Club sent out their proposal that a Golf Union should be established,’ Purves began, ‘they showed a most commendable foresight.’ Without a union, he warned, competitions between clubs, international matches and championships for women would be plagued by the same ‘chaotic conditions’ that existed in the men’s game. Conditions, Purves added, that were created by ‘an oligarchy of each local club ruling over its own individual members, and a great oligarchy, of an ancient and venerated club ruling over the golfing world’, a thinly veiled swipe at the Royal and Ancient. He went on to outline the stated ambitions of the Ladies’ Golf Union – establishing a uniform code of rules and a central body to govern them; creating an adequate system for handicapping tournaments, and conducting a national championship for women. Before the meeting concluded, the 13 clubs represented voted unanimously to form a Union, with Pearson as its Honorary Secretary and Blanche Martin Hulton as Honorary Treasurer. Four men were named vice presidents – Purves and Talbot Fair for England, Harry Everard for Scotland and Thomas Gilroy for Ireland.


Two months later, beginning on 13 June, the first British Ladies’ Championship was conducted over the nine-hole women’s course at Lytham and St Annes. Most of the 38 competitors hailed from England, although a handful also came from Ireland and Pau in France. Not a single player from Scotland made the trip. Scots were slow to accept a Union they saw as strictly English, but when the Championship came to Scotland, in 1897, they demonstrated their superiority by claiming 13 of the final 16 places at Gullane, including both spots in the final. With Scots absent, that first Ladies’ Championship came down to the favourites from England – Pearson and Lady Margaret Scott, the striking, 19-yearold daughter of the 3rd Earl of Eldon. Lady Margaret came from a renowned golfing family. Her brothers Denys, Osmond and Michael were all first-class players. Osmond would be runner-up in the 1905 Amateur, and in 1933 Michael would become the Championship’s oldest winner, aged 55. A year earlier, Lady Margaret had demonstrated what a formidable golfer she was by winning a tournament at Cheltenham club against a field of men. In the Ladies’ Championship final, she made mincemeat of a nervous, overworked Pearson, building an enormous lead over the opening nine, and finishing Issette off by going seven holes up with just five to play.


It was, perhaps, a sign of the enormous task that lay in front of Pearson and her new union that it was not Lady Margaret, but her father, the Earl of Eldon, who accepted the trophy and delivered the victory speech. As dominating as Lady Margaret’s victory was, it was her scores that raised eyebrows in the press. Two rounds of the ladies’ course at St Annes added up to 4,264 yards. The nine-hole record was 36, posted by the great John Ball Jr., and Lady Margaret finished every one of her Championship rounds with a score between 40 and 42. ‘Judging by the play of several ladies at St Annes last June, more particularly that of Lady Margaret Scott, there would be nothing surprising if, at some future time (and that may not be very far distant), a lady is found entering for both the Open and Amateur Championships,’ Alexander Doleman wrote for The Golfing Annual. That was a bold prediction coming from a reporter of Doleman’s experience. The 57-year-old had covered and played the game with distinction since the days when Young Tom Morris was making his stirring march to claim the Champion’s Belt. Could women master the game as well as men? The question Doleman laid on the table would come to be known as golf’s ‘eternal problem’. It would be debated in clubhouses and tested over the links from the days of Lady Margaret and Issette Pearson through the coming of Joyce Wethered, Glenna Collett and beyond.


GLOBAL SISTERHOOD


When Pearson was falling in love with golf on Barnes Common, she was inclined to think she might be the only woman who had taken up this newly popular game. ‘I could not hear of any other lady who played,’ she wrote a dozen years later, ‘though more than one gentleman was able to assure me that there were several in Scotland.’ What Issette did not know was that even as she was working with Purves to establish the Ladies’ Golf Union, women were embracing the game in every corner of the globe. Long before golf moved into England, it had been played in France at Pau, a fashionable resort in the Pyrenees. The first course was laid out there in 1856, and by 1877 Pau had a separate nine-hole links for women. The Cape Golf Club in South Africa admitted women as early as 1889, not because its leaders were forward-thinking, but because they desperately needed membership fees to stay afloat. By the turn of the century, women were playing at clubs across the nation. That was true in Australia as well. Royal Melbourne Golf Club admitted women in the autumn of 1892, followed quickly by clubs in Adelaide and Sydney. By 1894, Australian women had a national championship to match the one Pearson had launched a year earlier in Britain. Women’s golf was well under way in Canada, too. Ladies’ clubs had formed in Montreal, Quebec, London and Toronto by 1891. Three years later, women from Quebec and Montreal competed in North America’s first inter-club match.


But it was in the United States that this global sisterhood would develop its greatest army of adherents, women who would one day join the nation’s men in challenging the hegemony of the British. Beyond that, the US was the only country where the origin story of golf was not solely one of men forming golf clubs and grudgingly allowing women to play over their links. The summer before Pearson founded her Union, a woman named Frances Boit paid a visit to her aunt and uncle, Mr and Mrs Arthur Hunnewell, of Wellesley, Massachusetts, 30 miles west of Boston. Boit had just returned from a trip to the continent, including a stay at Pau, that notable incubator of golf beloved by travellers around the world. Assuming that by then this newly fashionable game had caught on in the States, Boit brought her golf clubs with her. Like most Americans at that time, the Hunnewells knew nothing about the Scottish game. It had, after all, been only four years since the St Andrews Golf Club was founded in Yonkers, New York, becoming the first permanently established club in the country.


The Hunnewells were intrigued enough by Boit’s description of the game to give it a try. Seven holes were laid out over the adjoining lawns of Hunnewell, his nephew and his brother-in-law. Boit suggested sinking flowerpots in the ground to serve as holes. Among those the Hunnewells invited to watch Boit demonstrate golf were Laura Safford Stewart, the wife of textile magnate John Wood Stewart, and Laurence Curtis, the cousin of Margaret and Harriot Curtis, two women who would later make a significant mark in the game. Curtis belonged to The Country Club at Brookline, founded in 1882 and which originally focused on horseback riding and other outdoor pursuits. Curtis was so enchanted by Boit’s demonstration that he talked the club into adding golf to its amenities. Six holes were laid out the following April, a generation before the club would witness a seminal moment in American golf. ‘While other localities pointed with reverential pride to their “fathers” of the game,’ wrote the first historian of American golf, H.B. Martin, ‘Boston golf had the distinction of having a “mother”.’


Later that autumn, when Laura Stewart returned to her home in New Jersey, she and her husband did for Montclair what Curtis had done for Boston. They introduced their neighbours to the latest fad in sport by establishing a golf club. Come spring, it was thriving. Even before Frances Boit showed up in Wellesley, women along the nation’s Eastern Seaboard had begun playing golf, mostly at clubs established by men, notably Shinnecock Hills in Long Island. Founded in 1891, the club would produce America’s first women stars. By then, golf had already become so popular in America that both men and women were clamouring for national championships to match those in Britain. In the autumn of 1894, both St Andrews in Yonkers and Newport Country Club in Rhode Island set out to identify a men’s champion in events hosted over their course.


Not surprisingly, that led to bickering over whether either championship could be considered legitimate if it was not sponsored by recognised national authority. In December, the nation’s five leading clubs – Shinnecock Hills, Newport, Brookline, St Andrews and Chicago Golf Club – came together to settle the matter by establishing the United States Golf Association. That first year, the fledgling USGA held only men’s amateur and open championships, but women were not about to be left out. The Meadowbrook Club in Hempstead, Long Island, stepped in and hosted a stroke-play tournament it billed as the first women’s championship. It was conducted on 9 November 1895, and drew 13 women, nearly all from clubs in New York or New Jersey. The winner, after two rounds over the nine-hole course, was Lucy Barnes Brown, of Shinnecock Hills, with a score of 132. She received a silver pitcher. That first championship attracted the attention of a Scotsman visiting the States, Robert P. Cox, a Member of Parliament representing Edinburgh. He wanted to encourage America’s women golfers and asked the USGA if he could donate a new trophy for their new championship.


The following October, in the first officially sanctioned US Women’s Amateur, a field of 29 women would compete at Morris County Golf Club in New Jersey for what is now considered the loveliest trophy in sport – a sterling silver cup featuring an enamel thistle overlay, inset gems and scenes from St Andrews on both the front and back. Taking a cue from Pearson and the Ladies’ Golf Union, a new format was chosen to determine the champion – match play. A qualifying round winnowed the field to eight finalists, who faced off in 18-hole elimination matches to identify the champion. Shinnecock Hills again produced the winner, 16-year-old Beatrix Hoyt, whose qualifying score of 95 was light years better than the score Barnes Brown had posted the previous autumn, or the score of 150 that won the first women’s tournament in Canada. Still, it was a far cry from the superb golf Lady Margaret Scott had displayed two years earlier in the first British Ladies’ Championship, going around the links at St Annes with scores in the low 80s.


Those early championships in the US and Canada established a pattern that would prevail for decades. Women golfers outside Britain would have their work cut out for them if they had designs on challenging their sisters in the birthplace of the game. By forming the Ladies’ Golf Union, Issette Pearson had, indeed, shown ‘most commendable foresight’, giving the women of Britain a massive head start in a game that was taking the world by storm. When she left that meeting at the Grand Hotel, Pearson was a woman on a mission – fixated on women establishing their place in a game that for centuries had been strictly a man’s world. Over the next three decades, as the global sisterhood imitated her every move, Pearson would pursue that dream with the ferocity of a tyrant, running roughshod over any obstacle that stood in her way. In autumn of 1893, basking in the glow of that first Ladies’ Championship, she would befriend the ideal compatriot, a woman who was equally passionate about golf and, conveniently, possessed a gift for telling the remarkable story that was about to unfold.
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AUNTIE MABEL AND THE CZAR
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MABEL Stringer was in her second year as captain of the Littlestone Ladies’ Golf Club when she received the letter that would change her life and the course of women’s golf history. In the autumn of 1893, the club’s secretary wrote to Stringer asking her to accompany ‘a certain Miss Issette Pearson’ during an inspection of the Littlestone links. Never one to dawdle, Pearson had begun searching for a club to host the second Ladies’ Championship as soon as the trophy was handed out at Lytham and St Annes. She and Stringer tested Littlestone by playing a one-to-one match, in which Issette’s entourage was shocked to see her soundly beaten. Until that October morning, Stringer had never heard of the formidable woman who would become her best friend and partner in the enterprise that would dominate their lives. ‘During the preceding months, I had been abroad in Eastern Europe, where the great news of the championship at St Annes, following immediately on the preliminaries for the formation of the Ladies’ Golf Union, had not penetrated,’ she explained. Travelling abroad would have been in the natural course of events for a woman like Stringer. Aged 25, she was the eldest of seven children born to the well-situated solicitor Henry Stringer and his wife, Harriet, who lived comfortably at The Elms in nearby New Romney.


From the moment she met Pearson, Stringer became a passionate supporter of Issette’s vision. Over the next three decades, Stringer and Pearson would marshal a loyal army of Union volunteers to create a vibrant world for women’s golf. Along the way, they would show men how to solve one of the game’s thorniest problems. Eight years into their journey, a tragic event in Stringer’s own life made her an even more valuable asset to Pearson’s cause. In May 1901, Mabel’s father was accused of theft and embezzlement in his work for authorities in New Romney. It hardly mattered that two months later Henry Stringer was acquitted of all charges. His reputation had been ruined and the family’s fortunes dashed. Mabel was forced to join the ‘toilers in life’s garden’. After trying her hand as a ladies’ companion, Stringer settled on a new life as the first professional women’s golf correspondent, often writing about events as she competed in them. During the decades when the Ladies’ Golf Union was coming of age, it was Stringer who told its story in The Gentlewoman and other publications.


Her role in women’s golf extended far beyond that, however, as she recounts in her 1924 memoir Golfing Reminiscences. With Pearson such an imposing presence, Stringer became the Union’s friendliest face – a beloved figure who took pains to make newcomers and overseas visitors feel welcome and was known to all as ‘Auntie Mabel’. Stringer presents a sassy appearance in the frontispiece image of her book, a grown-up version of the self-described ‘wild child’ from Littlestone. Dressed in a tweed Norfolk jacket and matching skirt, accented by a white blouse, neatly pinned tie and wide-brimmed hat, she wears a sly smile with one arm cocked jauntily at her hip.


Women’s golf progressed quickly from the moment she and Pearson teamed up. Two months later came the founding of the Irish Ladies’ Golf Union, followed by unions in Scotland in 1902 and Wales in 1904, with Stringer serving as its first assistant secretary. Within five years, the Ladies’ Golf Union had more than doubled in size, growing to 26 affiliated clubs. By the time the Union came of age, just before the Great War, that number would exceed 500, and during the years between wars it would crest 1,000. Both Pearson and Stringer knew that a world growing as rapidly as this would require far more than an annual championship, and they set about creating opportunities for women to gather together, compete and learn to master this most difficult of games.


They began with Open Meetings, Stringer’s first coming in September 1894 at Ashdown Forest, south of London. These were multi-day affairs in which dozens of women gathered for a cross between a golf tournament and a country house party. Open meetings featured a variety of competitions – scratch and bogey events, long-drive contests and more. Evenings consisted of musical entertainment, often performed by the women themselves, many of whom were gifted singers or pianists. Charming as Open Meetings were, Pearson and Stringer were keenly aware that if women were to make the progress they dreamed of in golf, developing the skills that marked truly great players, a sterner brand of competition would be required.


The idea they developed, County Golf, became the rock on which the women’s game was built. Each county fielded a team of 10 golfers. Throughout the season, teams played matches against one another, leading to an annual championship. The pride of making the side and playing for one’s county added the edge required to breed new and better champions. In that first season, 1900, teams were fielded by 14 counties, mostly those around London. The championship bout was between Kent and Surrey, the side that would prevail that year and one day produce the greatest champion of them all, Joyce Wethered.


A decade later, Stringer added the capstone to this new world of women’s golf, forming associations that conducted their own competitions. She founded societies for women affiliated with Parliament, the legal trades and the military, as well as for veteran golfers and young girls taking up the game. Other women created associations for the medical trades and the stage. Together these developments created a schedule for women golfers as intense as any men’s. ‘From the beginning of March until the end of October is one unbroken series of matches, open meetings, championships, and one asks oneself, “How on earth do they do it?” ’ Stringer marvelled.


It was not only in Britain that women’s golf was making rapid strides. American women were building their own world of golf, albeit one of slightly different cast given the vastness of the United States. Americans imitated Pearson’s county golf model with regional associations that staged tournaments and matches between clubs in their part of the country. Associations formed in Philadelphia in 1897, New York in 1900 and Rhode Island in 1914. Others followed as the nation expanded westward. Regions also took to hosting their own annual championships, a line-up that would eventually include five major events. American women, however, faced one special challenge, the weather. In the Northeast and Midwest, where the game first took root in the United States, courses were snowed under for nearly half the year, making golf an impossibility. Just before the turn of the century, industrialists Henry Plant and Henry Flagler solved that problem by building railroad lines and resorts along the east and west coasts of Florida, founding cities like Tampa, Palm Beach and Miami that would become major golfing centres. By the 1920s, when American champions like Glenna Collett were coming of age, Florida had become a favourite winter haunt of northern golfers. They competed in a series of tournaments known as the Orange Blossom Circuit, which prepared them for major events like the Eastern and North and South Amateurs.


Of course, none of these developments, in Britain or America, would have had the impact they did had Pearson and the Union not tackled the central problem of competitive golf – how to assign handicap strokes in a match between golfers from different courses. ‘There are two ways of doing this,’ Pearson wrote. ‘One is to give handicaps on what you and others think a player can do, and the other is to handicap them on what they have proved they can do.’ Pearson’s reference to handicapping based on what one thinks a player can do was a swipe at the way men handled the issue, with strokes assigned by the club professional or a committee. By 1896, Pearson set out to prove it was possible to handicap based on what a player had proved she could do. The issue was that each club set its own scratch score for establishing handicaps. As standards varied widely, results were utterly unreliable. Pearson’s solution was to have the Union set scratch scores by having a first-class golfer play the links and evaluate the merits of each hole. Women who wished to compete in Union events were required to submit three scores made in medal competition. Those were averaged and compared to the Union’s scratch score to establish their handicap, which could be used on any course they played. Women golfers in America and elsewhere quickly embraced this concept, but men were slow to acknowledge that the Union’s calculations actually levelled competition. In 1911, the USGA finally admitted Pearson was right and adopted her system. Even that did not move British men to concede. That would not happen until the mid-1920s.


IN THE WAY


The response to Pearson’s innovations in handicapping makes it perfectly obvious why she had to be ‘as despotic as the Czar of Russia’. From the outset, the golfing world baulked at the notion of a Ladies’ Golf Union. When Horace Hutchinson was asked about the prospect, his advice was, in a word, ‘Don’t.’ Women, he wrote, weren’t fit for golf, physically or temperamentally. ‘The first ladies’ championship will be the last, unless I and others are greatly mistaken,’ Hutchinson predicted. ‘The L.G.U. scarcely seems worthwhile.’ Hutchinson, at least, came to see how wrong he’d been, and, in 1896, became a vice president of the Union and a strong supporter of women’s golf. Other men were not so easily persuaded. Their sentiments were summed up by Henry James Moncreiff, better known as Lord Wellwood, in Badminton’s 1890 book Golf. If women choose ‘to play at times when male golfers are feeding or resting no one can object,’ he wrote. ‘But at other times – we must say it – they are in the way.’


American men were no different, according to Genevieve Hecker, an early star across the Atlantic. Most clubs in the US, she wrote, also allowed women to play only at ‘times when it was thought that their presence would not incommode the Lords of Creation’. Hecker, Stringer and the other pioneers of women’s golf were painfully aware that they were not entirely welcome, even at courses that had a ladies’ club. One obvious reason was that most of them had no women’s clubhouse, although that would quickly change as more and more women took up the game. Littlestone, for example, relegated ladies to two empty rooms in an abandoned Coast Guard cottage. ‘Knowing no better, we were hugely pleased with our quarters,’ Stringer wrote. ‘What the golfing girl of today would have said to them is not difficult to imagine!’


During that early age, Stringer said many a ‘ladies clubhouse’ was no more than a corrugated iron hut. ‘So far as I can remember, the little shanty for the use of lady members of the Hoylake club was about the poorest of the lot. It did not even seem to stand straight on its own little sandhill.’ Even when women were invited into the men’s clubhouse, it was made clear that they were entering a male sanctum. That was the case during the annual Christmas tournament at Littlestone. It was a mixed foursomes event in which men and women played together as a team. That format became a staple of golf because, in the tradition of the Ladies’ Putting Club, it offered an opportunity for unchaperoned courtship. ‘On this festive occasion,’ Stringer recalled, ‘we were afterwards entertained to tea in the men’s clubhouse, but on the strict understanding that we were on no account to go in by the front entrance!’


Lack of accommodations and restrictions on when they could play were hardly the only obstacles these pioneers had to overcome to achieve mastery of the game. The biggest impediment may have been the clothes that fashion dictated they wear on the links. The woman golfer of the 1880s and 1890s – in Britain and the United States – came to the course wearing a long, flowing skirt that brushed the ground, under which were multiple petticoats. These had to be controlled while swinging by an elastic band known as a ‘Miss Higgins’, after the American golfer who invented it. A woman’s waist, expected to be wasplike, was corseted and secured by a stiff belt. Her blouse, topped by a rigid collar that chafed the neck, had sleeves so voluminous that they, too, had to be battened down with a strap around the left arm so a woman could see her ball while swinging at it. Finally, the fashionable woman required a proper hat – initially a sailor hat or motor cap that had to be kept from falling off by hat pins or tied round the neck with a veil. ‘How on Earth any of us ever managed to hit a ball, or get along at all in the outrageous garments which fashion decreed we were to cover ourselves is one of the great mysteries of that or any other age,’ Stringer mused.


UNSHACKLED


Ladies may have accepted the dictates of fashion, but in every other way, the years before and after the turn of the century were a time in which women threw off the shackles placed upon them by a patriarchal world. With the British Empire approaching its peak and America thriving in its Gilded Age, many women were no longer willing to be housewives and mothers whose sole entertainments were reading, music and making crafts to sell at the local bazaar. Sport was among the earliest examples of women defying convention to create new lives for themselves. Even as Pearson and Stringer met at Littlestone, The London Library issued a telling volume known as The Gentlewoman’s Book of Sports. Edited by Lady Violet Greville, author of a column in a popular periodical known as the Graphic, it made the case that women were every bit as capable as men of enjoying the sporting life – one of boating and fishing, fencing and archery, cricket and golf. Chapters on each of these pursuits were written by high-society women, nearly all of them titled, featuring vivid tales like the story of a woman who tumbled into a stream, bloodying her knee in the process, in her zeal to land two giant trout.


Even before Lady Greville’s book was published, women had a shining example of the heights they might reach in tennis phenomenon Lottie Dod – the famed ‘Little Wonder’ – who went on to become a multi-sport star long before anyone had heard the name Babe Didrikson. In 1887, aged 15, Dod won the first of her five tennis titles at Wimbledon, including three straight from 1891 through 1893. She went on to win the British Ladies’ Golf Championship in 1904; to earn a gold medal in archery at the 1908 Olympics; to play for the English national field hockey team; to pass the famously difficult figure-skating tests for both men and women at St Moritz, and to set the women’s speed record for toboggan on the dangerous Cresta Run at that same Swiss resort. Perhaps most symbolically of all, in 1896, Dod literally showed women there was no mountain they could not climb by joining her brother in scaling two of the highest peaks in Switzerland, both in excess of 4,000 metres, and then repeating the feat the following year in Norway.


Still, the progress women made in sports paled by comparison to the resolute manner in which they began to demand their rights in the political arena, not simply in America and Britain, but around the globe. As early as 1832 in Britain and 1878 in America, bills were submitted in Parliament and the US Congress which required women to be granted equal voting rights with men. Those legislative efforts marked the beginning of the long – and at its peak shockingly violent – suffrage movement, which would unfold in lockstep with the emergence of women’s golf on both continents. In the United States, it would be largely a political debate. The most outrageous acts there included Susan B. Anthony’s arrest for voting in 1878 and the burning of President Woodrow Wilson in effigy in front of the White House in 1920. That could not be said of Britain, unquestioned leader of the worldwide suffrage movement. In 1903, as the Ladies’ Golf Union celebrated its 10th anniversary, British women fed up with Parliamentary foot-dragging formed the Women’s Political and Social Union under Emmeline Pankhurst and launched a campaign of militancy.


In the years that followed, women took such bold steps as invading Parliament en masse, leading to hand-to-hand fighting with police, and padlocking themselves to the prime minister’s residence at 10 Downing Street. The resulting arrests led to hunger strikes and the ugly spectacle of women being force-fed in prison, shocking the nation. By 1913, just as the Ladies’ Golf Union was coming of age, Pankhurst and her followers declared war, launching a campaign that included bombings, arson and window smashing. ‘The object was to create an absolutely impossible condition of affairs in the country,’ wrote Lilian Lenton, a professional dancer and militant suffragette, ‘to prove that it was impossible to govern without the consent of the governed.’


Golf, ever the bastion of wealthy and powerful men, became a particular target of suffragettes. Herbert Asquith, prime minister from 1908 to 1916 and a staunch foe of giving women the vote, was attacked no fewer than four times on golf courses. Greens at numerous links were damaged with acid, and the pavilion at Manchester Golf Club was set aflame, as was one at Roehampton. Those were among more than 50 attacks on sporting facilities throughout Britain. Insurers estimated that damage had exceeded £270,000 – the equivalent today of nearly 10 times that amount. The horrifying height of the militancy came at the 1913 Epsom Derby, when Emily Wilding Davison ran on to the track mid-race, grabbed the King’s horse by its bridle and was trampled to death in the process. Tens of thousands attended her funeral.


Whether or not Issette Pearson believed women should have the vote, she was not about to let suffragettes disrupt one of her tournaments. When Princess Victoria attended the 1913 Championship, the Czar hired Boy Scouts to police the grounds and prevent any unseemly disturbance. Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that the Ladies’ Golf Union included many who sympathised with the cause – chief among them the voice of golf, Auntie Mabel. Twice in her memoir, Stringer shares anecdotes that make no secret of her belief in the cause of women’s rights. The most telling is Stringer’s response to a player pulling her drive so far left that it hit a baby carriage with two infant boys inside, both unharmed: ‘There spoke the true suffragette!’ she quipped.


PREMATURE PREDICTION


Despite their remarkable progress on so many fronts, Alexander Doleman’s prediction in The Golfing Annual that women might one day play well enough to enter the Amateur or Open must have seemed premature during that first decade of women’s golf. In truth, when he wrote those words, the only serious threat was Lady Margaret Scott, who swept the first three championships with consummate ease. At Cheltenham Club, she held the women’s course record with a score of 80, just three strokes higher than the men’s mark. But few other British women were nearly as skilled. Among the lowest scores posted over a full-length course in those years was an 89 by Scotland’s Sybil Wigham at Royal Portrush in 1895. Scores tended to be at least half a dozen strokes higher. In 1898, for instance, former ladies’ champion Amy Pascoe set the women’s course record over the 5,565 yards at Woking with a score of 98. Driving distance was the major issue. Most women did not hit the ball far enough to score low. At Littlestone in 1894, the long-drive contest was won by a shot that carried 133 yards. Six years later at Royal North Devon, Wigham drove a few beyond 200 yards – almost as far as a typical man might drive – but shots of that length were rare.


While comparisons can be difficult, given that nearly all women’s golf was match play and courses varied wildly, women in America seemed to lag behind their sisters across the Atlantic. Like Lady Margaret, Hoyt easily won three consecutive US Amateurs, her first in 1896 at the age of 16. Yet her scores in the qualifying rounds suggest she was no match for her English counterpart. Hoyt claimed the qualifying medal in all three of her championships, with scores of 95, 108 in foul weather and 92. Even accounting for differences in the courses, the gap between Lady Margaret’s scores in the mid-80s and Hoyt’s of 92 or higher is a substantial one. One thing is certain. On both sides of the Atlantic, women’s skills were a far cry from those of men. From 1896 through 1898, qualifying scores posted by men in the US Amateur ranged from 82 to 87, fully 10 strokes better than Hoyt’s over a longer course. British amateur men were even farther along. They regularly turned in scores in the mid-to-high 70s, and often posed a threat to win the Open Championship, as John Ball Jr. did in 1890 and Harold Hilton in 1892 and 1897.


The first big boost for the women’s game came at the turn of the century, with the introduction of a rubber-cored ball. It was far easier to get airborne and flew farther than its predecessor, the gutty. Women benefited enormously from the new ball, even more than men. Otherwise the progress women made in that age, in Britain and America, came the way it always had in men’s golf – from new champions who arose to raise the level of the game.


Ireland produced the two brightest stars of that first decade of women’s golf in Britain, May Hezlet and Rhona Adair. In 1899, a week after having claimed her first Irish Amateur at the age of 17, Hezlet dazzled the crowd in Northern Ireland by winning the British Ladies’ Championship at Newcastle, County Down, which would go on to receive royal designation in 1908. Hezlet would win two more British Ladies’ Championships, in 1902 at Deal and again at County Down in 1907, along with four other Irish Amateurs, a run of three in a row from 1904 through 1906 and her last in 1908. Brilliant as she was, Hezlet had no hesitation in proclaiming her compatriot, Rhona Adair, as the greatest woman golfer of that first decade after the founding of the Ladies’ Golf Union. ‘Miss Adair is far and away the most consistent lady golfer in the world,’ Hezlet wrote.


In 1900, aged 19, Adair repeated Hezlet’s feat of sweeping both the Irish Amateur and the British Ladies’ Championship, held that year over the windswept links of Westward Ho!, Adair would go on to win her nation’s championship the next three years running and to take a second British Ladies’ at Royal Portrush in 1903. Her true claim to fame, however, was going toe-to-toe with leading men, most famously golf’s Grand Old Man, Tom Morris of St Andrews. They played a 36-hole match in 1900 and another over 18 holes the following year, both with no handicap strokes involved. Morris won the first match 1 up on the 36th, while Adair took the second by the same score. By 1901, of course, Morris was 80 years old. What is most notable, then, is not that Adair was able to get the better of him the second time, without the strokes a man would ordinarily give a woman, but that a golfer so advanced in age could still play so well.


By 1903, Adair’s fame had reached such a peak that she was invited to tour the United States, where golf was still very much in its infancy and Henry Ford was just opening his new car company. Three years earlier, British legend Harry Vardon had given the American game a jump-start by playing 98 exhibition matches across the length and breadth of the nation. Adair’s visit had much the same effect, inspiring a new generation of American women to take up the game. During her tour, the Irish star competed in an invitational tournament at Merion in Philadelphia, beating a field that included America’s best, Genevieve Hecker and Margaret Curtis. Hecker had won the US Amateur the previous two years running, and Curtis would win that championship three times, in 1907, 1911 and 1912. After her trip, Adair wrote an article for Illustrated Sporting News and a chapter for Hecker’s book Golf for Women in which she concluded, as scores suggested, that women in the US were not up to the standard of the British and would be soundly defeated in an international match.


Adair’s remarks laid down a challenge. Two years later, in 1905, the first contingent from the States crossed the Atlantic to compete in the British Ladies’ Championship, a quest that would continue between and beyond the two world wars. Conducted at Cromer, the 1905 Ladies’ Championship was preceded by a friendly match pitting America vs England, an idea that captured the imagination of the two Curtis sisters. From that day forward, Margaret and Harriot would work tirelessly to establish a formal match and, in time, donate the trophy that gave the competition its name, the Curtis Cup. When comparing golfers of the two nations, Adair gave British women the edge in every respect except driving. Margaret Curtis regularly drove the ball more than 200 yards – a distance even the best British women, like Sybil Wigham, were hard-pressed to match. ‘American women really drive quite as well, if not better, than do English women,’ Adair wrote, ‘and, for this reason, I am convinced that the time is not far distant when the standard of skill will be as high on this side of the ocean as it is on the other.’ Still, Adair wrote, it was the obsession with long driving that she believed held American women back as they did not spend nearly enough time practising the rest of the game, especially their irons. Here Adair put her finger on the principal issue confronting the women’s game – iron play. Hemmed in by their garments and social conventions, women in Britain and America, even the hard-hitting Adair, cultivated long, slow, sweeping swings. They did not attack the ball anywhere near fiercely enough to be effective with irons.


It would be five years after Adair returned home to Ireland that the game would see the first player who truly lashed at the ball, ushering in a new era of women’s golf. Fittingly, she would make her debut the first time the British Ladies’ Championship was conducted at St Andrews, and would be nurtured by the very woman who had started it all – Issette Pearson.
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