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PROLOGUE


Greg: and other grown men who have choked over a three-footer


‘Choking is surreal to observe because it often involves a world-class performer, someone who has spent a lifetime honing his skills and touch, suddenly looking like a novice, his highly refined technique is replaced by a curious mixture of twitching and lethargy; his demeanour is overhauled with confusion; his complex motor skills, built up over thousands of hours of practice, seem to vanish into the ether.’


– Matthew Syed, Bounce:


The Myth of Talent and the Power of Practice


Arnold Palmer needed only a par on the 72nd hole at Augusta National to win the 1961 Masters title. He had already struck what seemed a perfect approach shot and, briefly, Palmer suitably responded to the cheers of the crowd as he walked the final fairway to the 18th green. However, when finding his ball in a greenside bunker, everything changed for quite possibly the greatest bare-knuckled golfer in the rich history of the game. Arnie would overshoot the green from the sand. As it happened, he would eventually record a double bogey for the tournament’s 72nd hole. And Arnold Palmer would hand over the green jacket to the tidiest competitor in the world, South Africa’s Gary Player, by one shot.


Augusta National, more than any other golf course ever built, has encouraged a great many outstanding men to flounder on a Sunday afternoon, and helplessly find their tightly packaged golf games come undone. Some of them have been true greats of the game. Some have choked spectacularly and without much warning, some more dramatically than Arnie, whilst others have been just plain sad in their hasty demise in East Georgia.


In 1979, Ed Sneed reached the 16th with a three-shot lead, but bogeyed the hole, also dropped shots at the 17th and 18th, and handed his ticket to glory over to Fuzzy Zoeller. In the 1980 Masters, Tom Weiskopf tried five times, from the same spot, to clear the water at the 12th hole with a seven-iron, before finally holing out for a 13. In 1985, Curtis Strange had the competition in the palm of his hand, but on the two par-fives, the 13th and 15th, which offer such hope on the back nine, he twice sought the green in two shots and twice ended up in water. In 1989, Scott Hoch blew putts from four feet and three feet, on the 17th and on the second play-off hole, and allowed Nick Faldo to slip through and win the green jacket. In 2003, Jeff Maggert was the leader after 54 holes and he played exceedingly well on the final day, carding five birdies and 11 pars, but he triple-bogeyed the par-four third hole, and took eight shots on that now notorious par-three 12th, forfeiting his chance of winning a first major. In 2009, Kenny Perry needed only to par the last two holes for victory, but bogeyed each and lost his play-off to Angel Cabrera.


But nobody, absolutely nobody, has ever imploded at Augusta National as spectacularly as the Great White Shark, Australia’s blond, blue-eyed, big-shouldered hero, Greg Norman, who literally fell to his knees on the 15th hole as he closed out his final round in 1996 and offered up his putter to apparently vengeful gods, as he lost a six-shot overnight lead and the Masters title to Nick Faldo, shooting a preposterous 78 on the final day to the eventual champion’s 67.


In Bounce, Matthew Syed writes how a lifetime of practice allows sportsmen and women of all gifts and crafts to ‘automate’ their stroke-making. ‘Many hours of practice have enabled him to code the stroke in implicit rather than explicit memory,’ writes Syed. ‘Russell Poldrack, a neuroscientist at the University of California at Los Angeles, has conducted a number of brain-imaging experiments to trace the transition from explicit to implicit monitoring that occurs over many hours’ practice. He has discovered that the prefrontal cortex is activated when a novice is learning a skill, but that control of the stroke switches over time to areas such as the basal ganglia, which is partly responsible for touch and feel.


‘This migration from the explicit to the implicit system of the brain has two advantages. First, it enables the expert player to integrate the various parts of a complex skill into one fluent whole,’ continues Syed, further explaining, ‘something that would be impossible at a conscious level because there are too many inter-connecting variables for the conscious mind to handle. And second, it frees up attention to focus on higher-level aspects of the skill such as tactics and strategy.’ Syed asks us to understand the transition by thinking how we all initially learned the many different hand, foot and eye skills necessary to drive a car, and how these many different skills are ultimately performed by us all with perfect calm, and without any conscious control. Syed also introduces his readers to the workings of Sian Beilock, a psychologist at the University of Chicago.


‘Once [a motor skill] is de-chunked, each unit must be activated and run separately. Not only does this process slow performance,’ states Beilock, ‘but it also creates an opportunity for error at each transition between units that was not present in the integrated control structure.’


Choking, therefore, and alas, is a neural glitch to which every single sportsman and woman is potentially vulnerable.


‘It is not the pressure in a pressure situation that distracts us into performing poorly,’ Beilock further explains. ‘The pressure makes us worry and want to control our actions too much. And you cannot think your way through a routine, practiced action, like making a three-foot putt. Compare it to quickly shuffling down a flight of stairs. You could do that without thought.


‘But if I asked you to do it, and at the same time think about how much you bend your knee each time or what part of your foot is touching the stair, you would probably fall on your face.


‘That’s what happens when people choke. They try to think their way through the action.’


That first week of April in Augusta, Georgia, in 1996 was of the glorious kind, and Greg Norman had marched for three days, in complete control, half godlike, half John Wayne strutting his way down the main street of a hushed, utterly respectful town.


On the Saturday, Norman had gone head-to-head with Britain’s calm, plodding champ, Faldo, and heroically increased his lead from four shots to six by the end of the 18 holes. After that, Norman relaxed a while in the semi-darkness of the first-floor locker room at Augusta National, the room reserved for the non-champions who turn up each year.


The locker room for champions is on the second floor of the clubhouse, with a sign on the door insisting ‘Masters Club Room – Private’. A guard stands sentry during the week of the tournament.


The honour of entering the room is accentuated by the fact that it holds only 28 oak lockers, each with the brass name plate of a past Masters champion, and each containing the green jacket belonging to that champion. With new champions having to share lockers with some of the past winners who no longer play or who have passed, the exclusivity of the room is immediately apparent, with its distinguished, old-world charm further enhanced by the three card tables in the centre of the room, all containing bridge scorepads, and reminding everybody who enters of the club’s age and history.


Norman had been last off the course that Saturday evening in 1996. The attendant had turned the lights off in the locker room for non-champions and gone home. Norman was unable to switch them back on, so he sat there.


‘Your last night in this locker room!’ a friend had happily informed him.


‘Damn… I hope so!’ Norman replied.


Then, Peter Dobereiner, the distinguished but ailing English golf writer who had always championed Norman, grabbed him by his shoulders and gushed: ‘Greg, old boy… there’s no way you can fuck this up now!’ His rounds of 63, 69 and 71 had him at 13 under par, six ahead of Faldo and seven ahead of a 25-year-old Phil Mickelson.


Norman was famed for living his life in a larger-than-life manner, for hunting sharks, and flying air force jets. ‘He stroked bull sharks sleeping in underwater caves; drove at 190 miles per hour in Lamborghini Diablos on desert highways; hugged the wall at 180 miles per hour in Roger Penske Indy cars; and ran out of oxygen eighty-eight feet below the sea and rose to the surface no faster than his own bubbles, suffering from only a mild case of the bends,’ recounted Lauren St John in Shark: The Biography of Greg Norman.


Norman was also a distinguished businessman, signing off deals valued at tens of millions of dollars at a time. Very early in his career, he had taken to arriving at tournaments in his Rolls-Royce. He had 73 victories to his name on golf courses all over the world, though he had also finished second 52 times in his illustrious career. He knew what it took to win.


He also knew what had gone wrong when he nearly won!


Ten years earlier, Greg Norman also led the Masters going into the final round, when he shot a 70. He knew full well that a pushed approach shot on the 72nd hole had left him with a bogey and a missed chance of bringing Jack Nicklaus into a play-off. The evening before the final round in 1986, in the press room, Norman as the tournament leader had told everyone gathered around him to be respectful, and not just expectant.


‘You still have to respect the old girl. When the pressure’s on… you still have to be careful,’ Norman stressed.


The first time he played Augusta National, in 1981, five years after turning pro, Norman had the honour of standing on the first tee with Nicklaus, the Golden Bear of golf. Norman felt quite ill, a completely different response to how he had been earlier in the week when he had felt energised by his first impressions of the place.


‘I’ll never forget how I was struck by Augusta that first year,’ he recalled in Golf Digest magazine. ‘This was what golf was meant to be, pure golf. This was the purest form of golf tournament.


‘That drive up Magnolia Lane… with the clubhouse ahead… the practice ranges on either side… it just gets you in the perfect frame of mind for a golf tournament.’


But that energy had quickly drained out of his body as he stood on the first tee in 1981. He felt stiff, and even his practice swing was forced and wooden. He somehow got his drive away and walked with his head down towards the hill in front of him. Just then, Nicklaus put his arm around his young partner’s shoulders.


‘I don’t know about you,’ said Nicklaus, ‘but by the time we reach the top of the hill, my feet will just about be back on the ground. I’m so nervous.’


Nicklaus’s first piece of advice to Norman was to take the deepest breath he could possibly take. Norman did exactly that, and when the round had ended he was tied for the lead, on 69, with Johnny Miller, Keith Fergus, Lon Hinkle and Curtis Strange. By the end of his first week in Augusta, Norman, flushed with happiness, asked his first wife, Laura, to marry him.


Norman had finished fourth in his debut appearance, with excellent scores of 69, 70, 72 and 72, but when he returned the next year he shot 73, 75, 73 and 79 to tie for 36th place. In 1983, another final round of 79 left him again positioned in the 30s. In 1984 he was 25th at the end of the tournament, but in ’85 he fell back to 47th after finishing with 75 and 78. Then came his first fateful week in Augusta, in 1986, and his loss to Nicklaus.


‘From the last day of the 1986 tournament, when I hit that second shot and missed that putt for par, from that very moment, and for the next year, 24 hours a day, I thought about the Masters,’ Norman would admit. ‘Every day it was in my mind.


‘More than anything else in my life, I wanted to win that one.’


In 1987, however, Norman once more left empty-handed, despite displaying as much courage as any golfer may ever have summoned up at Augusta. His first two rounds were forgettable enough, but then on the Saturday he put down a round of 66. On the Sunday he went out in 37, bogeyed the 10th, and double-bogeyed the 11th. But he sank a 35-foot putt on the 17th to recover a dropped shot on the 16th hole.


Norman was level with Seve Ballesteros and Larry Mize going to the 18th and needed a birdie for outright victory, but his 22-footer gently slid just past the hole. Seve lost out on the first play-off hole, and Norman and Mize strode to the 11th to sort out the tournament between them.


Mize hit his five-iron second shot to the right, finishing 140 feet away from the flagstick on a small hill near the 12th tee. Norman, meanwhile, was on the green in two and, watching Mize mess with his second shot, he had turned to his caddie, Pete Bender.


‘Pete… I think if we just cosy this little son down to within two feet of the hole, we’ll have a two-footer to win the golf tournament.’


Mize, however, would snatch the title with his next shot, his ball from far out bouncing, then skipping towards the hole, and diving in.


In 14 Masters appearances, Norman had twice finished second and twice finished third. But he had it all figured out, as best as anyone on a golf course could figure out the damndest game man had invented.


‘I’m going to enjoy tomorrow,’ the 41-year-old world No.1 confirmed for those listening, and for himself, before his final round in 1996.


‘Irrespective of what happens… I’m going to enjoy every step I take. I’ve been there before and there is no better feeling than having a chance of winning a major championship.


‘I’m going to enjoy the moment. I’m going to go to the first tee as relaxed and comfortable as I have been since the first day.’


The complete destruction of Norman’s final round at Augusta National that year started on the fairway of the ninth hole, when he still held a three-shot lead. But, watching on a television screen in Bali, where he was doing a corporate day, fellow Aussie pro Rodger Davis knew that Norman was in big trouble. ‘There are not many things that I feel sorry for Norman about,’ Davis admitted, ‘because he’s made so much money and all this, but when it came on TV, and I saw his face, I thought, “I don’t believe this.” He was on the eighth and he was still four in front but you could see it in his face… and his expression didn’t change all day.’


Norman’s great big beautiful swing had broken down ever so slightly, such a tiny breakdown that nobody would have noticed, had not his ball rolled back off the ninth green and reversed 30 yards down the hill.


On the 10th hole he hooked the ball off the tee, subsequently missed his seventh green of the day, hit a weak chip to 10 feet, and dropped another shot. On the 11th, the choke tightened. He hit his approach to within 15 feet of the pin and it looked like he could pull a shot back. But he knocked his putt three feet past the hole and then, quite panicked by what had just happened, he missed the one coming back.


He shook his head. His brain swirled with confusion. His walk had slowed appreciably.


On the 12th tee he second-guessed his swing, and the club head was short on acceleration. His ball landed on the front of the green and then slowly rolled back towards Rae’s Creek. He took a double bogey to Faldo’s par.


Norman’s big handsome face was now frozen in a look of astonishment and complete anguish. He drove into the pines on the 13th.


Norman’s ball would be in the water, again, on the par-three 16th, where a double bogey left him four strokes behind. Faldo would win his third Masters title by five shots and, as he holed his final putt, the Englishman turned to Norman and told him he didn’t know what to say.


‘I just want to give you a hug,’ Faldo told his opponent.


On the eve of the final round at Augusta National, a four-shot lead has been held by only 13 golfers in the history of the Masters tournament. Nine of those golfers won and helped themselves into one of the club’s immaculate green jackets.


Four would be destined to fail.


Those four were Ken Venturi, who led by four shots in 1956; Ed Sneed, who led by five in 1979; Greg Norman, who led by six in 1996; and Rory McIlroy, who also led by four in 2011.


Fifty-five years separated Venturi and McIlroy as they stood on the first tee at Augusta National, ready to defend their four shots, ready to fight for their first major title.


Both men struck the ball nicely down the middle of the opening fairway. As they handed their clubs back to their caddies, and took off on a determined walk, however, Venturi and McIlroy shared a common destiny.


The golf game of each man, within minutes, would start choking itself to death.


And there was no escape.




PART ONE


The Masters




CHAPTER ONE


Augusta National


He delighted in being three-quarters of an asshole, and more or less his whole adult life he had also been a consummate bully. Quite rightly, Clifford Roberts was sadly missed by only a chosen few upon blowing his brains out with a Smith & Wesson .38 on the par-three course at Augusta National Golf Club, beside the pond he had insisted should be specially built for his friend, President Dwight D. Eisenhower. It was shortly after 8 a.m. on September 29, 1977, when Roberts was discovered.


His body had rolled partly into the water.


Entering the water, really, was the only mistake Roberts, or Mr Cliff as he was called by his hand-picked employees, had made upon deciding to take his own life. He liked things to be neat and tidy in his club, and he liked people to remain in their appointed place at all times. More than anything else, upon deciding to end the wretchedness that a stroke had brought to his life, while also making certain that terminal cancer would not have its way with him, Roberts was aware that he was breaking all his own rules at his own precious Augusta National Golf Club.


That morning the grounds of the club were as quiet as ever in the early hours. Roberts had always liked his people to retire generally at a respectful hour, and usually so before midnight. It was his club after all. He had co-founded Augusta National with the impossibly handsome Bobby Jones, an amateur player with the hands and the nerves of a professional craftsman and who was, perhaps, the greatest golfer the world had ever known when the club opened for members’ play in December of 1932.


Roberts had been chairman of Augusta National from that time, and Jones had been club president until his death in 1971. Theirs had been the supremely masterful double act. Members were always encouraged to call Clifford Roberts ‘Mr Roberts’, never Cliff, and they never called Jones ‘Bobby’. It was always, officially, ‘Bob’. The personable and usually kindly Jones brought folk to East Georgia, and into the magnificent home of Augusta National, and there they quickly enough found ‘Mr Roberts’.


It would become his club more than Jones’s. His trademark stare could manacle a man to the nearest wall, and beneath his imposing, sloping eyebrows, those dark eyes nearly always remained exceptionally unforgiving, and naturally suspicious, most especially when he patrolled the clubhouse at Augusta National and observed those who had decided to spend some of their time there. A great many of the greatest golfers in the history of the game were not spared from that look. Most knew him to be cold-blooded one day, madly tyrannical the next.


All of them knew to be prepared for Mr Roberts. ‘Cliff was a tough bastard,’ Sam Snead, who won the first of his three Masters titles in 1949, remarked after Roberts’ death. ‘But you have to be to run that place.’


That September morning, the skies were partly cloudy. The air still held longingly to the heat of the day before.


It was 65 degrees Fahrenheit when Roberts left his apartment. At 2.27 a.m. one of the security guards thought it very surprising that Roberts should be in his golf cart at such a late hour. He was wearing a trench coat and trousers over his pyjamas. The guard took a long look to make sure that the 84-year-old was safely making his way to wherever he was heading at that ungodly hour, and he then headed back to where he needed to be, and where Mr Roberts would expect him to be.


Earlier that Wednesday night, the Yankees had won their 99th game of the season. It’s unlikely that Roberts, who had made his fortune as a New York-based stockbroker in the years before he built Augusta National, had kept an eye on the television. There were other things to be done, papers to leave in order. Roberts, who disliked children as a rule and firmly believed that over-population would be the ruin of society, had decided to leave most of his fortune to the organisation Planned Parenthood, which would become the largest provider of reproductive health services in the United States.


He had written a note of apology to his third wife, Betty, and pinned it to his doctor’s prognosis. He had done some other tidying. Earlier still, he had called in one of the guards who was operating the club switchboard and, after producing a gun, he asked the startled man how such a gun should be properly used. Roberts explained that he had heard some unusual noises outside his window.


In the late afternoon, the club barber was summoned to Roberts’ apartment, and after a ‘tight back and sides’ the two men talked for almost an hour, until 6 p.m., when Roberts made a call to his wife, who was staying at the couple’s home in California, in Beverly Hills. He asked her to come down to Augusta.


Betty said she would, in a day or two.


The par-three course at Augusta National, comprising just the nine holes and measuring 1,060 yards, was designed by George Cobb, a Georgia native and Korean War veteran who built more than 100 courses throughout the South, and who had Roberts as his unofficial and argumentative assistant for the task at hand. When President Eisenhower suggested a fishing pond might be of some use, the chairman stepped in to oblige a man he held as dearly as he had once held Bobby Jones.


Only on one occasion, during all of Ike’s visits to Augusta National, had Roberts not shown up at the airport in his formal green jacket to greet him, and that was in 1958 when he was on honeymoon in Europe with his second wife, Letitia. Ike returned the compliment, and during the eight years of his presidency staff in the White House would often refer to the Red Room as ‘Mr Roberts’ bedroom’. A pair of pyjamas and a toothbrush, the property of Clifford Roberts, remained in the room through both of Ike’s two terms.


The journey from the clubhouse to the pond was downhill, and Roberts took it very slowly. All journeys, even short walks, had become difficult and tiresome since his stroke. He had felt especially weary for some days. He had stopped taking his medication. He could not sleep, and could not remember his last good night’s sleep.


Years earlier, he had watched Bobby Jones being robbed of his good health at such a young age and left a broken man for so long, sorrowfully isolated and neglected by so many, including Roberts himself.


He would avoid such an ending to his own life.


He would not remain locked away, day after day, unable to gently amble even the little distance to his office, almost formally condemned to the life of a prisoner in his own magnificent club.


A floodlight measured the pathway leading to the pond.


Roberts walked without a cane. He wore galoshes. They had been easier to fit on than his shoes. He soon arrived close to the water’s edge.


It was private there.


He knew his own people would find his body, not some damned stranger! Emergency vehicles could easily get to the spot. It would be a place of least disturbance to the daily life of Augusta National Golf Club. That he also knew, just as he knew so intimately every square foot of the 365 acres on which Augusta National stood; every rise, every slope, every offering of sand, every watery grave for those who swung their clubs too gingerly or far too contemptuously for their own good. He also knew enough about the gun in his hand to know that he would not leave a complete mess for his staff who would have to remove his body. A Smith & Wesson .38 was up to doing the job that Roberts wanted done, but it would not leave his face unrecognisable or in smithereens.


It was indeed a tidy job. And, by lunchtime the same day, Augusta National Golf Club dealt with the tragic ending of its founder with a businesslike, and extremely efficient, choice of words.


‘It is with great regret that the Augusta National Golf Club announces that its chairman, Clifford Roberts, died during the night. Death was caused by a self-inflicted wound. Mr Roberts had been in ill health for several months. Funeral services will be private. No flowers are requested.’


No mention of family, and no fanciful dalliance to entertain perfect strangers. To the point. Mr Roberts would have worded it just so himself.


Neither might Mr Roberts have privately felt disrespected, or at all furious, at the very first person – who was quickly followed by so many others when told about Mr Roberts’ death and who had known or long heard about the chairman’s unquenchable thirst for law and order – to state that Clifford Roberts controlled every single thing at Augusta National… right down to ‘the last shot’.


*******


Cliff Roberts had not been invited to the funeral of Bobby Jones six years earlier. It was family only. The Jones family had remained absolutely furious since the chairman took the decision to remove his lifelong friend from the Masters post-tournament ceremony, when the club’s famous rye green jacket is presented to the champion by his winning predecessor in the basement of the Butler Cabin. Jones, after the 1968 Masters tournament, was never asked to participate in the ceremony again.


The tradition of slipping the jacket on to the winner of the Masters, thereby symbolising his entry into the exclusive club of Masters champions, had begun in 1949 when Sam Snead tried one on for size, and for 20 years the presence of the great Bobby Jones had always been the central focus of attention, often rivalling the first words from the mouth of the delighted new champion. Roberts, however, first handed out green jackets to his members 12 years earlier, before the tournament, so that visitors would know who to ask for help. Members hadn’t liked them at first. They thought them too warm, and far too garish, but soon enough the jacket became the most famous club membership card in the history of sport.


The classic three-button style jacket, single-breasted, centre-vented, is now known simply and best as ‘Masters Green’ by golf fans. Originally made by the Brooks Uniform Company in New York, the contract was won in 1967 by the Hamilton Tailoring Company of Cincinnati, who still ensure the fabric is 55 per cent wool and 45 per cent polyester, that the coats are fully lined with rayon and silk, with the colour of the green lining matching that of the outside. The three brass buttons on the front and the two buttons on each sleeve are embossed with the club logo, a map of Georgia with only a golf flag planted in the bottom right-hand corner, which also appears on the left breast pocket. Only members and Masters champions get to wear them. And none is allowed to be worn outside of the club’s grounds, with the one exception. The reigning Masters champion is given a custom-made jacket to take with him around the world for one year, but after 12 months it must be returned to the club. When Gary Player told Cliff Roberts, upon returning to Augusta in April 1962 to defend his title, that he had left his jacket at home in South Africa there were, naturally, some strong words. Jackets remain in the Augusta National clubhouse at all times for all of their owners. The name of each owner is stitched into the lining.


When Bobby Jones was first informed that he would be excluded from the jacket ceremony, Roberts pointed one of his longish bony fingers in the direction of CBS. He explained that the blame for the sharpish exit of the wheelchair-stricken Jones from the most watched presentation in the long history of the ancient game lay solely with the damned television executives.


Everyone knew that to be untrue, including the once immaculate Robert Tyre Jones Jr, the golfer with the matinee idol face and physique, whom Roberts had once felt blessed to have as his business partner. In 1968, however, Roberts and others agreed that the presence of a disfigured Bobby Jones, who had aged beyond recognition owing to too much smoking, too much pain and too much whiskey, and far too much codeine and cortisone, was unnecessarily distracting, and a little unsightly for such a marvellous occasion.


Bobby Jones is the only sportsman to have received two ticker-tape parades through the streets of Cliff Roberts’ home town, New York. The second came after he became the only man to win the ‘Grand Slam’, all four major championships in the one calendar year, in 1930, when he was simply too good for all the world’s amateurs and professionals, winning the US Open, the Open Championship, the British Amateur Championship and, finally, the US Amateur Championship on the 11th green at Merion Golf Club near Philadelphia when he defeated a hapless gentleman named Gene Homans 8 and 7.


Two months later, at 28 years of age, Bobby Jones quit the game he sometimes loved and so often resented. For Jones, there had been no money in amateur golf, and the only large cheque he ever received for swinging a club came the year after he retired, when Warner Brothers produced 18 instructional films of Bobby giving golf tips to Hollywood stars. That deal earned him the princely sum of $250,000.


Jones had earned his living primarily as a lawyer. After studying mechanical engineering at Georgia Tech and English literature at Harvard he had decided to spend 12 months studying law at Emory University. He was admitted to the Georgia Bar in 1928, but he was not a wealthy man by any stretch of the imagination when he made his decision to step away from the game. He had no home of his own and, although married, and the father of one child, Robert Tyre Jones III, he still lived in his parents’ house in his home town of Atlanta.


From 1922 to 1930 Jones had placed first or second in 11 of 13 US and British Open Championships, winning seven times and losing twice in play-offs, and never once in his life had he submitted himself to a golf lesson, or asked an elder statesman of the game to observe his swing. But, upon announcing his retirement, he had a life to restart and important decisions to make.


At that time Bobby Jones was celebrated for his modesty and his sense of humour, as well as his brilliance on a golf course. ‘As a young man, he was able to stand up to just about the best that life can offer, which is not easy, and later he stood up with equal grace to just about the worst,’ wrote The New Yorker’s Herbert Warren Wind. Bobby had been a sickly child. He could not eat solid food until he was five years old and he remained troubled by life when he entered his teenage years, during which he richly earned a reputation as a precocious youth and a distastefully consistent hot-head.


With those perfect blue eyes and thinned-out blond hair, Jones looked charming from a distance. Up close, however, he was easily disliked, and the game of golf and his quest for perfection from tee to green were distrustful bedfellows. ‘I wish that I could say here that a strange thrill shot through my skinny bosom when I swung at a golf ball for the first time,’ Jones wrote in his 1927 autobiography Down the Fairway, ‘but it wouldn’t be truthful.’ At six, Bobby was swinging a few sawed-off golf clubs. At seven, he was mimicking the swing of Stewart Maiden, the club pro at East Lake Country Club where, on the old course at 11 years of age, Bobby shot his first 80. A year later, on the same course, he shot 70 and won two club championships.


Between the ages of 14, when he became the youngest player to enter a US Amateur Championship, and 21, Jones felt that the game was his enemy. During those disheartening seven years of searching for whatever it was Jones believed he could find within himself, there were countless breakdowns, including one occasion when Jones’s putter, nicknamed Calamity Jane, was thrown over the heads of a large gallery and into a clutch of trees beyond the green. ‘I was full of pie, ice cream and inexperience,’ admitted Jones in his latter years. ‘To me, golf was just a game to beat someone. I didn’t know that someone was me.’


The lowest point for Jones in this tortured journey was at the 1921 Open Championship at St Andrews where, on the 11th green, after already accumulating 50 shots on his card for the day, he committed the sin of all sins and picked up his ball and stomped off the Old Course.


The next seven-year passage in Jones’s life, however, brought peace. They brought the true character of the man out into the open, but only after Jones had conquered his first major title. Jones’s demons were locked away for good after the 1923 US Open at Inwood Country Club in New York.


That day Jones finished his final round with bogey, bogey, double bogey. ‘I didn’t finish like a champion,’ he told reporters afterwards, ‘I finished like a yellow dog.’ But, after opening the door to Bobby Cruickshank for an 18-hole play-off, Jones never let those cursed demons have their way with him. Jones and Cruickshank were still tied going into the par-four 18th hole at Inwood in that play-off, and both men drove into the rough.


Cruickshank laid up; Jones took his time.


Jones’s ball was 190 yards from the green, but it was resting in loose dirt at the edge of the rough and a watery grave was in his sights as he examined the green in the distance.


Throughout his career, Jones liked to refer to a shot that only a golfer with nerves of steel could pull off as a shot that needed ‘sheer delicatessen’. Now, as he stood over his ball preparing to play his second shot to the green, Jones knew in his heart that he needed such a shot. It had to be ‘sheer delicatessen’.


And it was just so, as he lifted his ball over the water and to within eight feet of the pin. Two putts later he had won his first major.


Bobby Jones’s life changed when he met Cliff Roberts, when the businessman came south with his East Coast friends, booked into the Bon Air Venderbilt and played their golf at Forest Hills and Augusta Country Club. It was local hotelier Walt Marshall who introduced the two men, in 1925. And some years later the lives of both men changed for ever when they summoned Dr Alister MacKenzie M.D. and invited the physician, who had been the consulting architect at the Old Course at St Andrews, to build them a golf course close to Augusta, on an abandoned 365-acre plant nursery where peaches once predominated called Fruitland.


There, Augusta National Golf Club would be born.


Bobby Jones would see the course grow and mature through its early and teenage years, survive dire financial straits and, slowly at first and then spectacularly, unveil the Masters tournament. The invitational tournament was named by Roberts, and it was a name forever frowned upon by Jones, but despite its high-handed title the Masters would become the most-loved competition in the world of golf.


By then Jones was already in a bad way. His physical condition deteriorated after 1948, the year when he played his last 18 holes of golf, when doctors noted a difficulty in the use of his right hand and a stubbing of his right foot. His was a rare neurological disorder called syringomyelia. Messages from his brain to his arms and legs were intermittent or short-circuited. During those years, from the diagnosis until his death in 1971, he fought to live a normal life. At first he used a cane. Later he decided upon a leg brace. There was soon the need for a second brace. But there was no escape and by the mid-1950s he accepted that a wheelchair would have to be brought into his home.


His sanctuary was his cabin at Augusta National, and the classical music that filled his private rooms and allowed him to close his eyes, and move adventurously and athletically, and play golf shots that other men might only dream about playing, but which Jones had known to be relatively straightforward in their delivery.


Bobby Jones died in Atlanta on December 18, 1971.


His wife, Mary Malone, and his three children were at his bedside. He weighed less than 90 pounds. One week earlier, in his bed at his home after suffering an aneurysm, he had converted to Catholicism and invited the attending priest, Monsignor John Stapleton, pastor of the Jones family church, the Cathedral of Christ the King in Atlanta, to have a drink of alcohol with him afterwards.


Jones admitted to the pastor: ‘If I knew how happy (becoming a Catholic) was going to make Mary, I would have done it years ago.’


*******


Clifford Roberts and Robert Tyre Jones Jr were opposites in every way. Jones was cerebral and graceful, and extremely well educated, whereas Roberts’ formal education came to a halt when he exited his small town high school in Texas. But they found one another when they needed one another in life. They then founded Augusta National Golf Club in 1932. They started their own invitational tournament in 1934. And they further bedded their relationship in a company called Joroberts Inc., which they formed in order to bottle Coca-Cola in South America.


Until Roberts met General Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1948, the same year in which Jones was diagnosed with syringomyelia, the pair were inseparable. However, within months of that meeting, the hero of the Second World War had joined Augusta National, and had told Roberts to ‘call me Ike’.


Cliff Roberts had met his new best friend, who would become the President of the United States of America five years later. The friendship was profitable for the President. Representing Reynolds and Company, a New York investment banking firm in which he owned a substantial stake, Roberts found a safe home for President Eisenhower’s money, and his portfolio increased four times in value over the next 15 years. Ike also put some cash into Joroberts.


Building a new golf course in Augusta was Cliff Roberts’ idea. He was advised that an old nursery, owned by the Berckmanses and called Fruitland, might be worth a look, and he subsequently called Jones to tell him of his potential find. They wished for a place that would be private and exclusive. Jones especially clung to the dream of absolute privacy, which would leave his competitive golf career far behind him and, to all intents and purposes, abandoned. He didn’t just want the course for himself. He wanted it for wealthy and influential men from all over the country.


As Georgia’s second oldest, and second largest, city, Augusta had profited from its location on the Savannah River, as abundant water power helped industry to prosper. The city had taken its name from the tragic Princess Augusta of Saxe-Gotha, the Princess of Wales, whose husband Frederick predeceased her by nine years in the late 1700s. Rumoured to have had an affair with the tutor of her son, the future King, the Princess suffered widespread hostility from the public and when she died of cancer of the throat, at the age of 52, her funeral procession attracted a rabble and insults were hurled as her coffin was lowered into the ground.


As Augusta National was about to become a reality for Roberts and Jones, the Great Depression was still fixing itself with intent upon the lives of the great majority of people living in the United States. Georgia in particular had been upended by the financial ruin of most of its inhabitants, as well as the near suffocation of the cotton industry, which had incurred nature’s wrath a decade earlier. The boll weevil, a member of the beetle family, was first recognised to be a problem in Georgia in the early 1900s, but from 1915 it wreaked havoc on the state’s precious cotton industry. Small farmers were left without any hope of making a living. Those forced off their land became sharecroppers, having to accept grim terms dictated by large landowners. On the eve of the stock market collapse in the United States in 1929, about two-thirds of the farmland in the state of Georgia was already operated by sharecroppers. The majority of these farmers were poor whites who lived on an annual income of some $200 or less, but the situation was far more brutalising for black families. By 1935, as Augusta National was in its infancy, only 12 per cent of blacks owned the land they worked.


Yield losses across the entire state associated with the scourge of the boll weevil had reduced cotton acreage from a high of 5.2 million acres in 1914 to 2.6 million acres by 1923. Insecticides provided only temporary relief for the industry and the decline continued at rampant levels, with planted acreage tumbling to a low of 115,000 acres by 1983. By the time the bell tolled for the Great Depression, Georgia’s land and its economy, and the lives of the majority of its people, were already in tatters.


The US stock market spectacularly crashed in October 1929 but, over the next two years, Cliff Roberts found the money to build Augusta National, just about, with the help of his close business acquaintances and others on the East Coast. The depression hit the South harder than most other parts of the country, and it did not fully recede in states such as Georgia until the country entered the Second World War. As a result of the hard times for all, land came cheap to the likes of Cliff Roberts.


Once the required parcel of land was purchased for $70,000, a further $100,000 was put together for the construction of the course. Cliff and Bobby knew that it would be tight, very tight. Walt Marshall had put up $25,000 for Cliff. So too did Alfred Severin Bourne, whose family owned Singer Sewing Machine Inc., while assorted others handed over sums of $5,000 per man. Augusta National Golf Club, therefore, with money so tight, was built fast. The construction started at the end of November 1931 and the course was finished early the following year, on May 27, 1932.


So furiously was it built, in fact, that Augusta National Golf Club came in $15,000 under budget. One of the reasons Dr Alister MacKenzie was chosen to design the course was his capacity for offering instruction at speed and seldom second-guessing his own instinct. It also helped that he was not a great believer in bunkers, either from a strategic point of view or for visual effect, and he included a third fewer sand traps than an average golf course in his plans for Augusta National; a total of 29 bunkers in total.


MacKenzie was the choice of Bobby Jones. They had been friends since 1929 when Jones was sensationally beaten in the first round of the US Amateur at Pebble Beach and, with the pressure of competition abated and his lodgings booked for the full week, he decided to play a round at a new course nearby, and also overlooking the Pacific. It was called Cypress Point. It was a MacKenzie course.


MacKenzie had announced in 1914 that he was giving up medicine to pursue golf architecture full-time. However, it was not very long before he was back to his former career. At 47, he rejoined the British Army to serve as a front-line surgeon in the First World War. Eight years after the war’s end, he decided to make his way to America for good and make his living building outstanding golf courses. He was then 55 years old, but threw himself into his first love and thrived, nowhere more so than on the Monterey Peninsula.


MacKenzie would die of a heart attack on January 7, 1934, at his small home bordering the sixth fairway at Pasatiempo Golf Club, one of his own personal favourite pieces of work, in California. He was 63 years of age and he never saw his immaculate work at Augusta in all its glory. Nor would he see all of the money he had been promised for working on it. Just over a week before he died, he had sent a series of desperate telegrams on New Year’s Eve to Roberts, begging for the last instalment of his agreed commission. Augusta National was indeed MacKenzie’s finest work, but his ashes would be scattered over the fairways at Pasatiempo.


It was hard labour from the very beginning for those employed in digging up the Augusta earth and moving it around. This back-breaking task was spearheaded by Prosper Berckmans, whose grandfather had started Fruitland Nurseries over 70 years earlier, and who now faced the extermination of his family’s once great dream, clearing and grubbing the land. Berckmans and his men moved in front of another crew, who swung axes and mattocks, and they transplanted more than 4,000 small trees, moving them from the future fairways and placing them to MacKenzie’s instructions. Having being born on the property, it was entirely appropriate that Prosper Berckmans would be appointed the club’s first manager.


It was not just the architect of Augusta National Golf Club who found great difficulty in getting his brilliant hands on sufficient money to pay his way. The lives of so many who helped build Augusta National lay close to ruin. Bank failures were common throughout the state. Opportunities for loans had dried up. Small businesses were being pummelled into the ground, as less money in circulation meant fewer paying customers. In 1930 and 1931 the state then experienced the worst drought in its history.


The people thought there was no escape. A typical Georgia family had no electricity in their home, no running water, and no toilet facilities. Diets were inadequate, consisting mostly of molasses, fatback and cornbread, and for those who fell by the wayside, there were few if any rural clinics or hospitals. Healthcare workers were never to be found, and tuberculosis and malaria were commonplace. The people were indeed impoverished. They were also close to defeat.


The African-American population within the state were already quite defeated, as the income of rural blacks had been half that of rural whites to begin with. In the whole state of Georgia there were only four black insurance companies, one bank and one wholly-owned newspaper for blacks. According to the US census of 1930, there were 10,110 black professionals in Georgia, the majority of them clergymen and teachers, out of a population of 1,071,125. Hospitals for blacks existed only in the largest cities. The literary critic and essayist H. L. Mencken, when seeking to identify the country’s ‘worst American state’, ranked Georgia close to the very bottom of the barrel in terms of wealth, education, health and public security (which was a polite way of saying lynching).


With so many willing hands available throughout Augusta, and neighbouring counties and towns, there was really no shortage of man-hours that could have been worked every day at Augusta National. Human mules were more than willing to work for 10 cents an hour, for as many hours as God and their bosses allowed them. Six days every week, for men and mules, and tractors. A dime an hour was almost twice as much as a man or woman might get on a local farm picking cotton, though the work was punishingly hard, especially on the 12th and 13th holes.


An old swamp at the bottom of the property, which was to be the 12th green, had eight mules and two tractors stuck in the deepest mud one particularly long day under the hottest sun.


Dr MacKenzie was hand-building a course with Bobby Jones, and with Jones’s long drives and high hooks in mind. Augusta National was completed with a high number of dog-leg left holes that suited a long hitter of the ball, especially so on each of the par-fives.


The labouring done, the ground was layered with Scott’s Bermuda seed, before the 90 acres of brown fairways were watered, unfiltered, from the Savannah River. The grass grew quickly and perfectly. Seeded on May 27, the course was mowed on June 10, and the men with the mowers were then paid 15 cents an hour to encourage them to take that little bit of additional care in their work. On August 26, 1932, Jones and some of his friends played Augusta National for the first time. Bobby was happy as he shot an even-par 72.


The next January, Cliff Roberts was the man in the middle at the grand opening of Augusta National Golf Club, and the celebrations began with an 18-hour railway journey from New York to Augusta. A total of 80 men had joined the club prior to its opening, and 60 of them were Roberts’ New Yorkers – lawyers, investment bankers, and assorted do-wellers – who enjoyed a plentiful supply of whiskey on their journey down south even though prohibition still had a further month of life. Also aboard the Pullman carriage was the sportswriter Grantland Rice, who proposed to members that same week in Augusta that their new club should be run ‘without the hindrance of meetings’. Augusta National would, therefore, be left in the hands of just two men. Bobby Jones, and mostly Clifford Roberts.


Bobby and Cliff soon told disappointed members that Augusta National could never host the US Open, which is traditionally held in June and July, as the course was to be closed during the fiercest heat of the southern summer. Members, instead, were informed that Augusta National would hold a tournament of its own. Roberts wanted it called the Masters, and he wanted Jones to come out of retirement, once every year, to play in his own invitational tournament. Jones did not like that idea, and he greatly disliked such a potentially offensive name.


The first Augusta National Invitational tournament was held in 1934, when Bobby Jones did indeed temporarily, for one week, end his retirement. It was decided that April was a suitable month for the tournament, a month that had the advantage of catching the nation’s sportswriters as they returned north from baseball’s spring training camps in Florida.


Jones finished the tournament in 13th place. It was won by Horton Smith, from Springfield, Missouri, who was known among his fellow golfers as ‘The Joplin Ghost’, with rounds of 70, 72, 70 and 72, for a four-round total of 284 and a one-shot victory. Smith would reappear to regain the Masters title two years later, shooting 74, 71, 68 and 72, for a total of 285, which once again gave him the tournament by a single stroke.


*******


The cheeky little American shot-maker, Gene Sarazen, had become the world’s No.1 golfer upon the retirement of Bobby Jones. He won eight tournaments in 1930, the year Jones bid the game adieu, and within the next three years he had added the US Open twice, the PGA Championship three times, and also the Open Championship, but when an invitation to play at Augusta landed in Sarazen’s home he took one look at it and dismissively tossed it to one side. The envelope bore Cliff Roberts’ name and Sarazen thought it was a promotion at selling some real estate or stocks. Instead, Sarazen kept to his schedule, which had him, the same week of the Augusta National Invitational tournament, participating in an exhibition tour with the trick-shot artist Joe Kirkwood.


The next year, the same invitation from Augusta had Bobby Jones’s name on the envelope. Sarazen travelled to Augusta and won the title in 1935. When Sarazen finally finished his week’s play, which included a 36-hole play-off on the Monday in front of 400 spectators or so who found the time to turn up for the day, he accepted a $50 bonus cheque from Cliff Roberts for his exceptional efforts in his 108-hole victory.


Attendances at the tournament were continually poor through that first decade, and Roberts had to add zeros to every day’s numbers for the sake of his club’s good name. For too many of those years, Roberts had to repeatedly lean on Jones to attract a decent level of curiosity in what was slowly developing at Augusta National, and while Jones never enjoyed the role of host, he did take to the course he had made and, thanks to MacKenzie’s favourable design, he was able to shoot a course record of 65 in 1934, and break that record with a 64 one year later, though neither was in tournament play. During tournament week, Jones played like a gentleman from an older, forgotten era, and in 11 tournaments between 1934 and 1948 he never managed to break par for 18 holes. By then, the tournament bore the proud name of the Masters, though Jones never felt it appropriate and, even many years later, in the 1960s, he formally made mention of the ‘so-called Masters’.
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