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For My Eldest Son Samuel, Who Inspired This Adventure






PREFACE

 My Son. . . the Golfer
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Samuel Echikson, age 15, and already a 1.8 handicap.


WHEN MY SON SAMUEL picked up a tiny tennis racket at the tender age of three, he swung it with grace. Later, he was good enough to earn a spot on a top-ranked Belgian club soccer team. On a trip to America, he hit a home run in one of his first baseball games at camp.

Yet one by one his athletic passions dropped away. At tennis tournaments, parents screamed on the sidelines. Samuel tensed, and all too often he came off the court in tears. He dropped off the elite soccer team after a year, finding the sport too stressful, and proceeded to turn in what seemed a strange direction—toward golf.

I couldn’t understand why a graceful, athletic child would embrace an old person’s sport. When I was growing up, my dad’s country club blocked me from venturing onto its course. Manufacturers didn’t make clubs small or light enough for kids under ten. The game seemed slow and boring. You didn’t work up a sweat. You walked. A round took up most of the day.

What kid, I wondered, would emulate a pudgy forty-something duffer?

But as Samuel began playing my apprehensions fell away. Golf no longer resembled the game I remembered from my own childhood. It has become a kid’s passion as well as an old man’s pastime. It has changed from a cloistered sport into a family activity—the greens are often filled with parents and kids playing together. Golf shops are now well stocked with irons and woods small enough for toddlers.

Samuel’s grandparents bought him his first set of clubs. He whacked wiffle balls around their garden. During the summer those same grandparents treated him to lessons. Soon Samuel was out on the adult courses swinging away with scaled-down clubs. Within a matter of weeks, we joined a country club and he began teeing up on weekends.

Despite a preference for grunge skateboard outfits, Samuel dresses in conservative polo shirts and slacks for the golf course. Although he remains shy around most adults, he agrees to play in tournaments with mature golfers because he believes competition is the only way to improve.

Golf appeals to Samuel’s individualistic nature. As he tells me, on the course, he’s playing against himself. He’s in control. He avoids being subsumed by a team. In soccer, if he missed a pass teammates often screamed at him. In golf he discovered a refuge. His playing partners, whether kids or adults, are polite. “I like the idea of challenging myself, not competing against anybody else,” he says. “I like the calmness of the game. It’s just you and the ball out there.”

Although solitary, golf also offers unrivaled opportunities to me as a parent. The golf course has proven the best place to spend time with my son. Few activities bring a father and a teenager together. In the hours we spend walking fairways, Samuel expresses his feelings, his hopes, and his fears. The other day, when we were out on the course with our friend Marc and his fifteen-year-old son Sasha, I asked the boys why they liked golf above other sports.

“It’s something I can do with my dad,” Sasha responded.

Children often take up a sport at least in part to please a parent, usually the father. When Sam played soccer and scored a goal, I cheered more than any other spectator. In golf tournaments, where stress boils like a pressure cooker, I try my best to leave him alone. On the soccer field, where Sam participated as one of many players, few of his mistakes resulted in crushing defeat. On the golf course, when I see my son standing over a short putt I often turn away, unable to watch. If he misses, I feel a jolt of anguish drill into my gut.

My own history with the game had a much more ambivalent beginning. When I was a child in New Jersey, I dreamed of playing professional tennis. My dad played golf with his friends or with my mother, but the game was never a passion of mine. I occasionally managed eighteen holes with my own friends and took a few lessons. After I graduated from college I began to enjoy the game more, joining my father and mother when I returned home. But I became serious only when Sam became passionate about it.

Golf now provides a glue between my family’s generations. Some of our happiest moments occur when Sam, my dad, and I walk together on the fairways. A few years ago, when Sam was eleven, he, my father, then seventy-two, and I, forty-five, played the famous Ballybunion and Lahinch links courses in Ireland. For my dad, the experience was bittersweet. At Ballybunion’s third hole, five-foot-tall Sam smashed his drive close to 100 yards beyond my father’s.

On a later trip to Scotland, it was my turn to experience the same sting. With the wind to my back, I whacked a 250-yard drive that brought a delighted smile to my face. Sam, then five foot, eight inches tall, teed up. He drew back the club, bringing it above his head further than I could, and whipped it down.

Crack!

The ball shot off at a lower trajectory than mine, climbed a bit, and kept accelerating. My child had hit his drive 300 yards, as far as an  experienced, talented adult. Although I was delighted to see Sam succeed, his thunderous drive killed my confidence in my own golf game. For months after the trip to Scotland I could not hit a ball straight. Every shot seemed short. I began to recover only after I accepted that I needed to approach the game in a different fashion than my son did. I required longer-hitting irons to reach the greens on par fives in three shots. Samuel comes close to getting there in two.

As I watched Samuel participate in golf tournaments, I became more sensitive to the feelings of other golf parents. Like other ambitious players, Samuel rises at 4:30 a.m. for his qualifying rounds and trudges around fairways dripping in 75 percent humidity and 101 degree heat. During one event, he hit a ball onto a cart path and it bounced out of bounds. Another ball dug a hole in the fairway and could not be found. I winced. His hopes of entering the main draw vanished. It took my son three holes—and another lost ball in a water hazard—to regain his composure. He began hitting the ball better. On the eighteenth and final hole, Samuel walked off with a giant smile.

In one tournament in Petersburg, Virginia, Samuel started with a more than acceptable 76, only four shots over par. The leader, professional and Ryder Cup veteran Lanny Wadkins’s son Tucker, clocked in at a far superior 67. On the final day Samuel was two under par after nine holes when he lost his concentration. On the second to last hole, his second shot smashed into the back of the green and bounced over into the rough. He ended up recording a disastrous triple bogey, finishing with a disappointing double bogey for an 80. His playing partners struggled. One cherubic boy from Florida consistently chose the wrong club, leaving himself short of the flag. Off on the side, his father criticized his son’s mistakes. “I’m watching, praying, begging,” he lamented.

Although ambitious parents have always existed (what would Mozart have been without his possessive father, Leopold?), modern American culture seems to have transformed an exceptional attitude into a common rule, with parents pushing their children into specialized extracurricular pursuits at ever-younger ages. Young dancers and musicians must shoot to be the next Baryshnikov and Barenboim. By the age of six, kids participate in organized baseball, basketball, and football leagues. Gymnasts, figure skaters, and tennis players become professional stars by the time they reach their teens. Children are enrolled in sports academies and thrust into the limelight as they traverse puberty.

If an infant with a musical ear never benefits from an opportunity to play a piano or attend music class, there’s little chance of a world-class musician emerging. Similarly, a coordinated child who never walks out onto a golf course has no hope of becoming a successful adult professional. A child aiming for excellence must have a passion for the pursuit. The drama being played out on the fairway, perhaps in an extreme fashion, echoes the issues facing all modern parents and children.

For every impossible, overbearing parent I encountered on my journey through the world of junior golf, I met many constructive and encouraging fathers and mothers who leveraged golf as a vehicle to encourage the best from their children. My son’s passion propelled me to undertake this project in an attempt to better understand him and become a better father. Samuel’s talent whetted my appetite, not for a father-son memoir, but for a wider exploration of the emergence of elite junior golf. I soon discovered that many parents who share my hopes and worries pose similar tough questions, and not just about golf. How should they encourage their kids? How hard should they push? As I set out to follow the teenagers hoping to become the next Tiger Woods, I hoped to discover answers.






CHAPTER 1

 Clock Nazis
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Mirasol Country Club’s Disneyesque clubhouse and eighteenth green.


WELL BEFORE THE SUN RISES, golfers begin arriving at the Country Club at Mirasol, a luxury gated development in Florida’s exclusive Palm Beach Gardens. Players loosen their wrists by tapping balls on the putting green. They move onto the practice range, pulling open-faced clubs called wedges out of their bags and taking half swings to strike short shots that rise, almost vertically, and fall back to the ground a few yards away. Like pianists exercising their fingers, they move down the scale of irons—nine, eight, seven, six, five, and four—lengthening their swings and making the ball fly a few extra yards with each respective club. They take bulb-shaped, steel, or titanium-headed “woods” and lengthen their swings into wide, graceful arcs that propel balls far off into the horizon. Although play begins at 7:30 a.m., these serious golfers practice for two hours before teeing off.

Palm trees surround the Mirasol’s 50,000-square-foot clubhouse. Painted in gold and ochre, the inside of the club is decorated with mirrors, heavy rugs, and mahogany furniture. Rather than a genuine ornate European villa, the gaudy combination reflects “a Disney version of Spain or Italy,” according to a retired physician from New Jersey, who, like many of the club’s members, is a wealthy refugee from the North. If Mirasol’s clubhouse verges on luxury kitsch, the development’s two eighteen-hole golf courses exude class, their undulating, manicured fairways situated in the savage beauty of raw Everglades and surrounded by a nature reserve. The courses have long served as a stern test for the world’s top pros at the annual Professional Golf Association’s (PGA) Honda Classic. Both measure more than 7,000 yards long, are defended by narrow fairways, and, outside this small, safe landing area, ferocious, jungle-high wild grass and deep sand traps.

This particular week Mirasol is opening its exclusive greens not to adult pros but to eighty-four of the world’s top-ranked golfers between the ages of twelve and eighteen. For the next three days the teens will battle the dog-day humid heat of a Florida summer in the Birks & Mayors Junior Championship. The event launches the American Junior Golf Association (AJGA) summer season, a pressure-packed few months in which fairway dreams are stirred and fuelled. Some young golfers hope to shoot well enough to be named an AJGA All-American. Others are eager to finish high enough in the top events to score a golf scholarship to college. Many aim to become professional golfers, maybe even reaching the highest heights and winning the Masters or the United States Open. But few boys jump from the junior to the men’s professional tour, and only one or two girls succeed in doing so each year.

Together, the prodigies and their parents will crisscross the United States, traveling thousands of miles to compete in a series of elite tournaments. Day after day, week after week, competitors and parents will rise each day before dawn and return to motels at nightfall after strenuous days of practice and competition. Most often, they’ll take their meals in a McDonald’s or Burger King. A gourmet meal might be a T-bone and cheesecake at Ponderosa Steakhouse.

Adult professionals who play four weeks of competitive golf in a row complain about the mental and physical toll of travel and tournaments. Yet many top-ranked juniors will compete for seven straight weeks in June and July because the vast majority of the elite golf tournaments are packed into the summer vacation. Once school restarts, the schedule slows, but only slightly. In October the golf equipment manufacturer Ping hosts a major event in Oklahoma, and at Thanksgiving the season closes with the Polo Junior Classic in Orlando, where the AJGA anoints ten young men and women as All-Americans.

At Polo, the AJGA chooses one boy and one girl as Players of the Year. A number of past Players of the Year have gone on to make lasting marks in the sport, starting with two-time winner Tiger Woods, three-time champion Phil Mickelson, and on the woman’s tour, professional superstars Paula Creamer and Morgan Pressel. More than 160 AJGA alumni compete on the PGA tour, while dozens of recent graduates star on the Ladies Professional Golf Association (LPGA) tour. As Ivan Lendl, the father of three teenagers who are avid junior golfers, and a former professional tennis player with eight Grand Slam (major tennis championship) titles and millions of dollars in prize money, describes it, “The AJGA runs the Rolls-Royce of junior golf tournaments.”

In the AJGA universe, aspiring twelve- to fifteen-year-olds start at the bottom in Junior All-Star events. If they flourish, they move up to regular contests open to all AJGA members. (Mirasol is a “regular” tournament, though a high-quality one because it takes place in golf-crazy Florida.) If players excel at these regular tournaments, the AJGA invites them to its elite “invitational” events, the junior equivalents of the grown-up majors such as the Masters and U.S. Open. In addition to the AJGA’s packed summer schedule, the separate United States Golf  Association (USGA) organizes two eighteen-and-under national championship, the United States Junior Amateur for boys and the United States Girls Junior.

Both the number of elite teen golf tournaments and the number of contestants have increased at a steady clip over the past two decades. The 2007 summer schedule included eighty-one events in twenty-one states, and, on average, three tournaments were hosted each week. About 5,200 top teenagers participated. Three-quarters of them were boys, one-quarter girls. They hailed from all over the world. Even after paying the $205 annual membership fee, they struggled to gain entrance into tournaments that accept no more than one hundred players. After numerous complaints about favoritism, the AJGA stopped subjective analysis of applicants’ golf resumes in 2003 and adopted an elaborate “performance-based entry system.” Players now earn stars by scoring well in regional and local golf tournaments. When they accumulate four stars, they are accepted into AJGA events. At Mirasol, entry requires a minimum of two stars. An alternate route of entry into tournaments is available in single-round, eighteen-hole qualifying contests held the day before official tournaments. For the 2007 Mirasol event, eighty-two young players from as far away as Troy, Michigan; Albuquerque, New Mexico; and Hausen, Switzerland, competed. Only the top half dozen boys and three girls are admitted into the main draw.

Throughout the summer, college coaches, professional agents, and sports equipment representatives watch and grade. Huge sums of money await the lucky few on the top of the pyramid. By her mid-teens, the teenage phenomenon Michelle Wie had secured endorsement deals from Nike, Omega, and Sony that Fortune Magazine estimated earned her $19.5 million in 2007. By his twenty-first birthday, Tiger Woods had acquired millions from prize money and endorsements.

Most golf prodigies have played the game since they were toddlers. By the time they become teens, almost all have quit other organized athletic activities. Many are homeschooled, working on their computers early in the morning so they are free for a full afternoon of practice. Others enroll at full-time golf academies, where they attend classes half the day and hit the fairways the other half. But for all of these young players, golf is the lens through which they view the world. Ambitious junior golfers do not spend hours cruising malls, hanging out at parties, or going to movies. Their passion allows little room for traditional rites of teenage passage. To succeed they must display rare intensity, discipline, drive, and confidence. They must wake up early each morning pondering their potential future in the bright lights.

Since the start of competitive junior golf, the entrance age has continued to drop. The AJGA, founded in 1979, originally catered to sixteen- through eighteen-year-olds. A few years into its existence it began accepting fifteen-year-olds, then fourteen-year-olds, then thirteen-year-olds, and after a long battle, twelve-year-olds. When Michelle Wie’s parents insisted that she be able to play as an eleven-year-old in 2000, executive director Stephen Hamblin drew the line. Wie went on to skip junior competitions altogether, playing adult tournaments only. By the time she was eighteen, she was damaged physically and mentally. Her experience convinced Hamblin of the necessity of age limits. “You just can’t skip the stages of development,” he explains.

For every future golf star who emerges, hundreds of talented children flame out. All hit a golf ball with authority. All are able to make a ball curve right or left and can strike it high or low. Yet each year, only one or two junior golf standouts, most often female, jump right from the juniors to the pros. A huge mental gap separates adults from juniors in golf. “There are many players who are physically as good as anybody out here,” says thirty-year-old Geoff Ogilvy, an Australian who won the 2006 U.S. Open. “But it takes much more than four rounds of golf to be a success.” Many talented twenty-year-olds arrive each year, and almost none succeed before they are at least twenty-five. The crowds and stress are just too much. “The kids hit the ball just as far and well, no question about it,” Stewart Cink, the AJGA alumnus  and present-day PGA tour professional star, says of today’s juniors. “But everybody out here can hit the ball. Everybody can chip and putt. You have to find a new frontier to get an edge.”

Those teens who stumble in the summer events will see their dreams shattered. If they fail to do well, they will not receive an offer for a college scholarship. Any hopes of becoming the next golf superstar will vanish. Unlike football or basketball players who court physical disaster every time they go out on the field or court, the main dangers for golfers are mental. Golf demands a combination of practiced repetition and patience. If the body bends at the wrong moment, the ball veers off in the wrong direction. If the hands shake, putts roll beyond their targets.

Much of the tension felt by ambitious teen golfers stems not just from tough competition, but from the sheer conflicts posed by growing up. For the most part, teen golfers are a close-cropped, clean-cut group. Like adults at an upscale golf resort, they dress in bright polo shirts and well-pressed khaki pants or shorts. Some listen to their iPods before they play to calm their nerves. Most spend their free time discussing the world they know—how they played that day or their hopes for the next round—but keep their feelings bottled up. As these prodigies perfect their games, they must avoid the traditional teenage temptations. The freedom of a driver’s license, flirtations with members of the opposite sex, and the desire for new experiences all threaten to interfere with a teenage golfer’s game. One mom calls it the “sixteen-year-old hump—girls, grades and golf.” Another adds a fourth G: physical growth, a factor that threatens to easily unhinge a golf swing.

Parents of young golfers also confront an inordinate amount of pressure. They pour enormous amounts of time, money, and psychic energy into raising exceptional children. Although most sports provide opportunities for parent-child bonding, golf raises the bar of expectation. Kids pick up football, baseball, and soccer on their own by playing  with neighbors in the back yard. With golf, someone must guide them, drive them to the course, and accompany them to tournaments.

Every player requires a different degree of parental pushing and encouragement. Many of the most controlling fathers and mothers believe they must exert pressure on their kids to see desired results, even though psychologists warn that their children often turn their hobbies into anxiety-producing obsessions. “You have to challenge them,” insists Petr Korda, a former Czech tennis star whose fourteen-year-old daughter Jessica is competing at the Mirasol tournament. “Kids get quickly satisfied. You have to show them that it’s necessary to be hungry, not to give up.”

Many solicitous parents devote themselves full time to developing their children’s golf talent. On the practice range and on the course, fathers and mothers offer children comments about their performance, often as though they were part of a team.

“We’re hitting it left,” they might say. “We’re missing those putts. We’re scoring badly.”

Many golfers who manage to avoid teenage pitfalls still end up rebelling against overbearing parents. “I can think of cases where parents drove them away from the game,” established professional Stewart Cink admits. “After college, the kids have had enough. There are even kids who get out here on the pro tour with their parents and eventually somebody has to step in and say, ‘Dad, you are over here and the kid is over here.’ This happens at a different age for everybody. One thing is common: It’s always an outside party, a swing coach, a trainer, a caddie, who sees what is going on and steps in and says, ‘I know he is your son, but this isn’t working out.’”
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AJGA tournaments mimic the protocol of big-time pro events and treat teenage players like budding stars. When juniors register for the Birks  & Mayors at Mirasol, they receive pink Ralph Lauren Polo shorts and caps and a dozen Titleist Pro V balls. Contestants wear AJGA towels and caps with pride. As tournament director Gus Montano points out, “If they wear an Association cap, other kids there know, ‘he’s been there.’” When a player tees off on the first hole, a staff member announces his or her name and hometown over a loudspeaker. During the rounds, a team of officials is on hand to resolve any disputes and make sure the game’s long list of rules is respected. Standard bearers posting scores follow the leaders hole by hole. On the final day, after the winner is announced, trophies are handed out and thank-you speeches are given. For Mirasol’s tournament director Montano, the sole significant difference between one of his junior events and an adult pro tournament is that he and his coworkers do not have to build spectator stands and install portable toilets.

Despite the professionalism, the junior golfer organization stresses its differences from the professional tour, emphasizing that it is a non-profit association for amateurs. Mention the word “tour” and executive director Hamblin quickly corrects it. Both the men’s and women’s pro tours are organized by and for the benefit of players in a closed club, he points out. In contrast, Hamblin says his association’s events are open to newcomers who have the results necessary to participate. To many, this emphatic distinction seems semantic. Pro tours accept successful newcomers while demoting or refusing entry to poor performers. Just as the pro tournaments bring together the world’s best golfers, Hamblin’s organization allows the world’s top juniors to face off.

For players and parents, this contest comes at a high price. Teenagers are allowed to accept free equipment and clothing from sponsors, but their expenses are nevertheless significant. AJGA membership costs $205 each year. All-star or regular AJGA tournaments cost $250 a pop, and the entry fee for elite invitational events is $300. And that’s only the beginning. The average price per tournament, including travel, hotels, and entry fees, is about $1,000. Some parents  spend upward of $30,000 on travel and lodging for the ten- to twelve-week summer season.

Summer expenses represent only a small portion of the overall financial and emotional burden of nurturing a potential pro golfer. Many young golfers attend golf academies during the school year. Even for those who don’t, swing coaches, physical trainers, and even sports psychologists are required. This, in addition to the cost of equipment and green fees, or as is more common, country club memberships, adds up. Most often, the total bill swells beyond $100,000 a year, according to Dave Peterson, a Houston investment advisor and parent of seventeen-year-old player John. He recalls with horror “blowing $5,000” on one tournament in San Diego because the only hotel available cost $400 a night. Although many parents justify the investment as necessary to obtain college scholarships for their children, most end up spending more on teenage golf than they would on education. “You have to be a multimillionaire to play this sport,” Peterson concludes, exaggerating only a little.

In response to the financial burden imposed by its game, the AJGA has instituted a scholarship program. Each year it grants more than $200,000 to less-privileged golfers to guarantee their participation. The AJGA negotiates special hotel room prices and arranges for members of the host country club to accommodate players. It attempts to convince host country clubs to provide free meals for the competitors. For its part, the USGA provides additional funds to minority groups. Yet to date, most elite junior golfers hail from high-education and high-income families. In 1976, twelve African Americans played on the professional tour. A decade after Tiger Woods turned professional, he remains the only African American player on the PGA tour. Not a single African American woman competes on the LPGA.

As high as the stakes are, junior golfers receive few sun-kissed moments of teenage athletic glory. No cheerleaders root for them. No fans whisper at the mall, “There he is. There’s the next Tiger.” Junior  golfers do not become the big man on high school campuses. Instead, they train and play in near anonymity. Only a few spectators, mostly family members, attend even the most prestigious junior tournaments, where there are few television cameras, few electronic scoreboards, and no souvenir tents or ticket boxes. Entry is free. No gallery ropes or concession stands are necessary. At the end of each day, players, families, and friends gather round the large manual scoreboard on the eighteenth green and watch the scores trickle in. The Palm Beach Post  buries its brief mention of the Mirasol tournament on a back page of the sports section.

Elite junior golf is an extreme version of an already isolating sport, one that demands stamina, self-confidence, and sacrifice with little promise of immediate recognition. Pros benefit from caddies who carry their clubs, but teenagers lug their own heavy bags for up to ten miles, even in the sweltering summer heat. The AJGA prohibits carts and caddies in an attempt to hold down costs and prevent wealthier players from hiring expensive first-rate help. At competitions, parents must stay on the sidelines, where they are allowed to dole out umbrellas, sweaters, and refreshments and cheer a smooth shot. They are forbidden from offering any other guidance on what club to hit with or what strategy to follow. If a parent interferes, the child is penalized two strokes. “The parents are told to stay a shot ahead of their kids,” Montano explains. The ban produces an elaborate, kabuki-style shadow dance. During play, many middle-aged figures can be seen popping in an out of the palm trees that surround the fairways, trying to see how their children are progressing.

At all AJGA events, alarm bells ring early. Tournament organizers schedule dawn start times to free up the course for country club members in the afternoons and often to avoid extreme summer heat. Staff members wake up at 4:30 a.m. to prepare. Fifty summer interns, mostly college students, supplement fifty-five full-time employees. Seven interns and six full-timers are working Mirasol, drilling holes at each  green, placing coolers of cold drinks next to the tee boxes, building scoring tents, and putting garbage bags in bins.

Within minutes of opening at 6 a.m., Mirasol’s practice range is filled. Tim Lovelady, a court stenographer from Alabama who is accompanying his son Tom for a 7:30 tee time, worries about the seriousness of the entire junior golf process. During these tournaments, the kids don’t stroll carefree along the fairways, and few smile. “They don’t laugh and they don’t chit chat,” Lovelady observes. “They just play.” The seriousness extends to the tournament officials, who monitor progress along the golf course, making sure they keep up with the quick pace required by play policy. The AJGA has declared war on six-hour rounds of golf. It believes four and a half hours suffice to complete eighteen holes.

“You know the joke from the Seinfeld show about the Soup Nazis?” Lovelady asks me, a smile spreading across his face. “Well, these guys are the Clock Nazis!”






CHAPTER 2

 Beginnings of a Beloved Pastime
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AJGA events are run along professional lines. Here, a young volunteer carries a scoreboard.


JUNIOR GOLFERS TEEING UP on frantic Florida fairways have come a long way from the European links where the sport was born. During the Middle Ages, stick and ball games were played all along the coast of Holland, Belgium, France, and Scotland. Dutch historian Steven van Hengel traces documents mentioning a Dutch hobby of “kolf” (meaning club) and “spel metten colve” (or game with clubs) back to 1297. In “kolf,” players used a stick to hit a leather ball at a target several hundred meters away; the winner was the player who reached the target with the fewest number of hits. Images of the game appear in Dutch paintings and on pottery and tiles. In the clubhouse at Kennemer Golf Club, near the Dutch city of Harlem, a seventeenth-century painting by Wybrand Simonsz de Geest shows a smiling boy and girl holding what look like  golf clubs. “We always have enjoyed commercial contacts with the Scots just across the North Sea, so it’s not surprising we shared habits of ball games,” says Pieter Aalders, Kennemer’s managing director.

Modern golf, with its codification of fairways, greens, roughs, and eighteen holes, is derived from fifteenth-century Scotland. King James II of Scotland, in an Act of Parliament dated March 6, 1457, banned the sport because it interfered too much with archery practice. Scots played on the dunelike terrain along the coast “linking” the sea and the land. Greenkeeping was left to nature. Rabbits munched on the grass, creating carpetlike fairways and putting areas. Courses followed the natural, undulating topography and originally contained more or fewer than the now standard eighteen holes. During the fifteenth century St. Andrews’s layout featured eleven holes, which ran in a line from the town to the far end of the property. In the eighteenth century two holes were combined, reducing the total to nine, and the accepted practice became to begin with nine holes out, turn around, and finish with nine holes back. In these early days the putting greens around the hole were not manicured areas of finely cut grass, but simply part of the playing area. They were called fair Greens.

The Honourable Company of Edinburgh Golfers drafted the first official rules of golf on March 7, 1744, for a local tournament. The ball should be “teed” up at the beginning of a hole and should be used until it was sunk in the hole. A penalty stroke was imposed on balls hit out of bounds. “If the Ball comes among Watter, or any Wattery Filth, you are at liberty to take out your Ball & bringing it behind the hazard and Teeing it you may play it with any Club and allow your Adversary a Stroke for so getting out your Ball,” the rules stated. Players were expected to play wherever the ball landed. “Neither Trench, Ditch or Dyke, made for the preservation of the Links, nor the Scholar’s Holes or the Soldier’s lines, shall be accounted a Hazard.”

In the centuries since then, golf’s basic rules have been amplified, scrutinized, and debated, but its founding principles remain the same.  Players tee the ball off a wooden peg, the tee, which is drilled into a small, manicured elevation of earth called the tee box. Once the ball comes to rest in the smooth fairway or the surrounding rough, they hit it again. Close to the target, players take small swings with lofted clubs and chip the ball. On the green, they putt, tapping the ball along the smooth velvet grass into the hole using as few strokes as possible. Flags placed in the hole allow players to aim with accuracy.

Golfers compete in two types of competitions, stroke and match play. In match play, each hole represents a separate contest, which is won, lost, or tied. The winner is the player who captures the most holes. If one player takes an insurmountable lead, he or she wins the match. A 6&5 score means one player is ahead by six holes, with five left. When the number of remaining holes equals the lead and the worst a player can do is tie, the match is said to be “dormie,” derived from the French verb dormir, meaning to sleep. Matches tied after eighteen holes are declared a tie or continued with a playoff. Stroke play is simpler than match play. Players count the number of shots taken for the entire round or tournament, and the lowest score wins. Penalty points are added to the score for various violations of rules. With rare exceptions, junior golfers compete on strokes. Each player often acts as scorer for another member of the group.

On a well-designed golf course, a round of golf resembles a symphony, with each layout enjoying its own rhythm and melody. Courses average six to seven miles in length and are composed of par threes, par fours, and par fives, with pars representing the number of strokes required to complete a hole. Most eighteen-hole courses consist of four par-three, ten par-four, and four par-five holes, for a total par 72. Par-five holes run between 475 and 690 yards long, requiring a skilled golfer to choose between trying to reach the green in two shots or play safe in the regulation three. Par fours range 250 to 475 yards, demanding two strokes, the drive from the tee and the approach from the fairway, to reach the green. Although a 490-yard monster may be classified as a  par four if it slopes downhill allowing drives to roll a long way on the fairway, a 300-yard minnow may play as a par four, if the hole veers left and right in a dogleg, forcing two shots to the green. Par threes are reached in a single shot. On all holes, par includes two putts.

A bogey (a term derived from the “Bogey Man” character in a late nineteenth-century British song who lived in the shadows and sang, “I’m the Bogey Man, catch me if you can”) occurs when a player is one shot over par. A double bogey is two shots over par, and a triple is three shots over par. In the other direction, a birdie represents one stroke under par, an eagle two strokes under par, and an albatross three strokes under par. (These terms derive from nineteenth-century American slang, when “bird” denoted cool.) In practice, few golfers ever attain the regulation 72 on a par-72 golf course. Even pros need to play nearly error-free to post a score in the mid-60s.

Handicaps level the playing field and allow weaker players to compete against stronger ones. The term comes from horseracing, in which jockeys put their “hands in a cap” to draw odds. At first, handicapping was subjective; clubs passed judgment on players’ abilities. By the mid-nineteenth century a more objective system had been established, calculating the average of a player’s best three scores in the current season compared to the course’s par. After fierce debate, American golf authorities implemented a new system in 1967, counting the best ten of the last twenty rounds. More recently, to ensure increased uniformity, a slope rating measuring how difficult a course plays for average golfers has been added into the handicap formula. A high handicap, say twenty-five, portrays a player who, on most days, scores twenty-five over par. In compensation, he receives twenty-five strokes. Handicaps run like golf scores—the lower the better. Pros, and most juniors competing in the American Junior Golf Association (AJGA), do not have handicaps; they are considered “scratch.”

At Mirasol’s par-72 Sunset Course, opened in 2002, architect Arthur Hills composed a beautiful example of melodic modern golf course design. The opening dogleg par four plays at 395 yards from the back  tees, neither too long nor too intimidating, allowing the hole to serve as a gentle prelude for the main movements to come. Thick, wild underbrush line the fairway’s left side and a long, snake-shaped sand bunker is strung across the right. But the fairway is wide, allowing a significant margin for error. Good golfers can drive with a three wood and face only a short iron shot to the green.

Although the second hole is another par four, about the same length, 395 yards from the back tees, it steps up the danger. An alligator-infested swamp running along the right side of the fairway and three bite-sized sand traps strung across the fairway threaten to gobble up errant tee shots. The second shot must land a small green well defended by a deep sand bunker on its right, water behind, and brush to the left.

Players trudge along a path that traverses a wetland to reach the third tee. This 415-yard par four demands a dramatic, intimidating drive over a wide lake and a second shot to a small green perched on the edge of water. In order to augment the challenges and the visual pleasure, architect Hills has moved tons of earth to sculpt rolling, undulating fairways. Golfers enjoy few flat lies and must hit most of their balls on either an uphill or downhill slope. Similarly, the greens offer few flat putts; most times, players must navigate uphill and downhill putts that often break sharply to the left or the right.

By the time the golfer reaches the fourth hole, another demanding 417-yard par four, the course’s melody has been well established. Once again, the drive must carry over water, with the second shot aiming at a green tucked between water on the right and two deep sand bunkers on the left.

The rhythm varies starting with the next hole, the fifth, a monster 626-yard par five. Even the best golfers need three shots to reach the green. They must drive over a large patch of water and keep away from deep sand bunkers on the right and water on the left. Three trees in the middle of the fairway attempt to block their progress. The green is tucked to the left behind a deep bunker and the water’s edge. The sixth  hole is a long 219-yard par three that requires carrying another tee shot over water to a flag hidden behind a raised bunker. The seventh is the longest par four yet, 427 yards. It is squeezed between two bodies of water and demands two tough shots: a drive over the first lake followed by an intimidating, long second shot over the second lake to a long, narrow green surrounded on three sides by yet more water.

At first glance, the short 159-yard par three eight hole looks like a breather. Surprisingly, many junior competitors at Mirasol find their concentration flagging at the appetizing prospect of a green reachable with a short iron and proceed to plop their balls in the turquoise water running along the fairway’s right edge. The ninth hole, a 544-yard par five, offers a tantalizing choice between risk and reward. Many strapping young golfers can reach the green in two shots. But they also risk hitting out of bounds on the narrow landing zone to a two-tiered green surrounded by wild underbrush.

The back nine resembles the front nine, with two par threes, five par fours, and two par fives. Holes ten through fourteen are par fours of varying lengths, starting with water, sand, and underbrush dangers and followed by a long 218-yard par three, a long 572-yard par five with dangerous swamps coming into play on both the first and second shots, a short 187-yard par three, a reachable-in-two 515-yard par five, and a strenuous, uphill 476-yard par four finish.

Like most courses, Mirasol plays at different lengths for different levels of golfers: shorter for women than men and shorter for poor players than for more accomplished ones. The men’s championship tees run 7,192 yards. At Mirasol, the boys will compete over 6,873 yards and the girls 6,048 yards. In 2006 Mirasol’s boy champion, Richard Lee of Arizona, shot rounds of 72-65-71 for a total of eight under par. The girls’ winner, Vicky Hurst, turned in scores of 74-68-69 for five under par. Both were close to the scores of an accomplished professional.
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King James IV of Scotland commissioned a set of his own golf clubs in 1502. His original club heads were constructed out of tough woods like beech, holly, pear, and apple. Shafts were made from ash or hazel and connected to the head with a splint and bound tightly with leather straps. The clubs were handcrafted and well beyond the means of the average consumer.

Forged iron heads appeared in the 1700s, and after the end of World War II synthetic and composite materials were developed, making for ever-lighter and faster tools. Graphite shafts, introduced in 1973, offer greater rigidity, lightness, and strength than steel. More recently, metal heads have replaced wood ones, and a high-tech arms race among manufacturers has erupted, producing clubs of various shapes and sizes—round, square, and bulblike—and a wide choice of shafts of varying degrees of stiffness. Despite the space age innovations, three major types of clubs continue to prevail: woods, irons, and putters. Woods, even if topped with a metal head, drive long shots from the tee or fairway, while irons angle precision shots to greens. Wedges, irons for short shots, are played from sand or the rough and for approach shots to the green. Putters, with their flat heads, roll the ball along the green.

Ball technology has undergone similarly dramatic modernization. Originally, handcrafted balls were made with goose feathers tightly packed into a horsehide or cowhide sphere called the “Featherie.” During the nineteenth century, scientists developed the inexpensive and durable gutta-percha ball or “Guttie,” fashioned from the rubber sap of the Gutta tree. Modern golf balls have a two-, three-, or four-layer design constructed from various synthetic materials. The surface pattern of 300- 450 dimples affects the ball’s aerodynamics, and its materials determine distance, trajectory, spin, and feel. Some balls are made of hard plastics to gain distance, while others constructed from softer materials stop fast.

In Scotland, virtually every social class traditionally played golf. “Golf is a game of the people,” Robert Harris, a leading English golfer, declared in 1953. “It is played by the Common Man as a sport and a relaxation  from the worries of life.” When golf crossed the Atlantic Ocean in the late nineteenth century, the common person’s hobby took on an aristocratic aura, becoming an elite country club sport, largely in the Northeast. Delegates from five of the country’s leading golf clubs gathered in 1895 to form the United States Golf Association (USGA). Charter members included the Newport Golf Club, Shinnecock Hills Golf Club, the Country Club in Brookline, St. Andrews Golf Club in Yonkers, and the Chicago Golf Club. That same year, William G. Lawrence won a “national amateur championship” at Newport Golf Club in Rhode Island. Runner-up C. B. Macdonald called for the formation of a governing body to run a universally recognized national championship.

The USGA now operates out of a spacious, old-fashioned manor house in New Jersey horse country. It runs thirteen national championships, including perhaps the world’s most famous golf event, the United States Open, which brings together the world’s best professional golfers. Along with its British counterpart, the Royal & Ancient in St. Andrews, Scotland, the USGA is responsible for determining equipment and setting the game’s rules. Delegates from both organizations meet every four years to consider rule changes. In the interim, each organization publishes an annual list of regulations, which is sent to all members participating in professional and AJGA tournaments.

The annual USGA rule book constitutes a complicated contract between the player and the game. In what often reads like a legal treatise, the USGA details how to handle almost every circumstance of play. Consider the unlikely scenario of a practical joker who removes the flagstick from the hole and sticks it in another hole. Players are unaware of the action and hit at the flagstick rather than the hole. Despite having been led astray, no replays are allowed. Instead, players must “accept the resultant advantage or disadvantage,” according to the USGA rule book. In another ruling, the USGA permits moving a ball from what it describes as a “dangerous situation.” But what constitutes a “dangerous situation”? A rattlesnake or bee’s nest would qualify, but poison ivy does not.

An ingrained sense of etiquette governs golf alongside these strict rules. Unlike many sports, players compete, for the most part, without the supervision of a referee or umpire. They are expected to call penalties on themselves. For many parents, golf teaches important lessons of honesty because it requires players to keep their own scores and because it has little history of steroid abuse, though both the men’s and women’s professional tours have begun drug testing. “The game relies on the integrity of the individual to show consideration for other players and to abide by the rules,” the USGA says in its primer. “All players should conduct themselves in a disciplined manner, demonstrating courtesy and sportsmanship at all times, irrespective of how competitive they may be. This is the spirit of the game of golf.”

Despite its difficulty, or perhaps because of it, golf has managed to achieve wide popularity. In 2005 Golf Digest counted some 32,000 golf courses in the world, with about half of them in the United States. From the 1950s through the turn of the twenty-first century, the number of golfers in the United States tripled, increasing at about 3.9 percent a year. The game spread to other English-speaking countries such as Australia, and more recently to places as far removed as Sweden and Spain, and China and South Korea. Today it’s a global passion, with professionals from all over the world. Although Americans dominate junior tournaments, Europeans and Asians are increasingly visible at AJGA events.

As golf cast a spell over millions, it has spawned a serious backlash. One criticism is environmental. Like Mirasol, most courses are built alongside huge concrete housing developments. Developers offer golf as an enticement to home buyers and make their real money on the housing. Even without real estate projects, many criticize the sport for defacing some of the world’s most beautiful spots. “Golf eats land, drinks water, displaces wildlife, fosters sprawl,” argues novelist Jonathan  Franzen. Other criticisms range from the game’s stuffy politeness to its difficulty. Franzen dislikes “the self-congratulation of its etiquette, the self-important hush of its television analysts,” and comments that “the point of the game seems to be methodical euthanizing of workdaysized chunks of time by well-off white men.” Comedian Robin Williams, in one of his best-known stand-up routines, riffs this criticism by imitating a drunken Scotsman who invented a sport that requires knocking a ball into “a gopher hole.” In a serious vein, observers note that this Scottish pursuit is steeped in Calvinist notions of sin and salvation. Many of the most famous places in golf lore have monikers such as Hell Bunker on St. Andrew’s Old Course’s fourteenth hole or the perilous three-hole stretch at Augusta National, home of the annual Masters, dubbed Amen Corner.

In recent years, this backlash has caused golf’s growth to stagnate. The total number of golfers fell by 2 percent in 2006 to 28.7 million, according to the National Golf Foundation, based in Jupiter, Florida. Amid this decline, junior golf represents a ray of hope. The number of golfers between the ages of six and seventeen increased to 4.8 million in 2005, up from 4.4 million in 2000.

Junior golf’s growth mirrors the rise of Tiger Woods. More than anyone else, Woods updated the sport’s old fogy image. He broke into the big time at the age of twenty in 1996, when he turned professional and won two out of his first seven professional events. He made golf appear youthful, cheerful, and athletic. Half Thai and half African American, Woods offered a new face and a new style to a sport traditionally the territory of white men and women. Junior wannabes emulate Tiger, spending days out on the range hitting practice balls and hours in the weight room. “For many 16-year-old boys, Tiger made it cool to play golf,” says Hamblin, the AJGA executive director. “This fit-looking guy swept away the image of the overweight man.”
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Before Tiger Woods redefined the sport, Jack Nicklaus earned the title “Golden Bear.” Nicklaus captured eighteen major championships in a career that stretched from 1962 to 1986. He was only twenty-two years old when he won his first U.S. Open in 1962. His main rivals at the Open were thirty-three-year-old Arnold Palmer and forty-nine-year-old Sam Snead.

In the 1950s in Columbus, Ohio, when Nicklaus was a teenager, he put his clubs away during the winter. In junior high school, he starred as quarterback, punter, and placekicker on the football team; center on the basketball team; and catcher on the baseball team. He spent little time in the weight room, and his physique reflected this reluctance to train. Nicklaus was chubby; his various nicknames were “Ohio Fats,” “Blob-O,” and “Whaleman.” At the age of ten, Nicklaus took up golf at his local Scioto Country Club. In the summer he joined the Friday morning class for junior members held by the Scioto professional Jack Grout. Every two or three weeks he received a private lesson from Grout. The Scioto pro, unlike modern gurus who adopt complex scientific equations to teach golf swings, reduced golf to three main principles: keeping the head still throughout the swing, keeping the body balance centered, and gaining distance by keeping the arc of the swing as wide as possible. Throughout his career, Grout was Nicklaus’s only teacher.
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