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INTRODUCTION




I
N 1995, WHEN A Good Walk Spoiled was published, I was thrilled by how many readers seemed to get caught up in the lives of the players about whom I had written.

What fascinated me was that most of the comments I received about the book weren’t about the sections on Greg Norman, Nick Faldo, or even Nick Price, Paul Azinger, or Davis Love III—all stars who generously shared both time and thoughts with me during my research.

The names that came up most often in conversation were Paul Goydos, Brian Henninger, and Jeff (not John) Cook. All were PGA Tour rookies in 1993 when I began my research; all had to go back to Qualifying School at the end of that year. Goydos got his card back that December and has remained on the tour ever since, winning the Bay Hill Invitational in 1996 before injuries and a divorce clouded his career. He began 2007 with a stunning victory at the Sony Open in Hawaii, capping a remarkable comeback. Henninger missed getting his card by one shot at the end of ’93 but won the Deposit Guaranty Golf Classic in 1994. He has bounced from the PGA Tour to the Nationwide Tour and back the past few years and found himself back at Q School in the fall of 2005.

Jeff Cook’s story may be the one that most clearly defines how cruel a world professional golf can be. He arrived at the 17th hole on the final day of the ’93 Q School at PGA West sitting squarely on “the number”—the score that, even though there are no scoreboards at Q School, everyone somehow knows will be needed to qualify for the PGA Tour. After a twenty-minute wait on the tee, Cook hit a perfect six-iron to an island green that flew right over the flag and was probably no more than six inches from sucking back to the pin, which would have set up a possible birdie, an easy par. Instead, the ball just hung on the top shelf of the green, leaving a brutal downhill birdie putt that he rolled four feet past the cup. He missed coming back by about an inch, and that inch was the difference between getting his card back and not getting it back. He had one final chance at the difficult 18th hole, but his 20-foot birdie putt swerved just low of the hole, making it official: he had finished one shot outside the number.

He never played on the PGA Tour again.

After several more years on the Nike Tour, Cook realized his time had passed and made the hard decision to become a weekend golfer. He was hired by Mizuno as a club rep, which allows him to make a good living and spend three days a week at tour sites, still hanging out with old friends.

Whenever I see him, usually standing on the range at a tour event, we talk about the “old days” and laugh about things that happened during Jeff’s one full year on the tour, frequently retelling the story about the day Jeff was paired with Tom Watson in the third round in Los Angeles and caught himself wondering what Watson would think of his putting stroke as he lined up a birdie attempt on number one. Three putts later, he walked off the green with a bogey and noticed that Watson was standing with his back turned to the green, practicing his putting stroke. It was then that Jeff realized there was only one putting stroke Watson had any interest in, and it wasn’t Jeff’s.

“You know, I feel like I’m very lucky,” Jeff often says. “There are a lot of guys who are like me: pretty good players, but, for one reason or another, they aren’t going to be able to get out here and be consistent money winners. They’re going to play the Nationwide [formerly known as the Ben Hogan, the Nike, and the Buy.com Tour] and make some kind of living, or play the Hooters [Tour] or mini-tours until they run out of time and money. I think I knew when it was my time. I never got to the point where I hated doing it but kept on because there was nothing else I could do. That’s why I’m lucky.”

Cook, who grew up in Indiana and graduated from Indiana University, still dreams of someday being the golf coach at his alma mater. But for now, he enjoys his life, and he doesn’t wake up every morning wondering if his golf dreams are nothing more than fantasies.

“If nothing else, I can say I did get there,” he said. “I was a full-fledged PGA Tour player. I wish it had lasted longer, but who doesn’t? I think every athlete faces the question at some point about when it’s time to quit. It’s especially hard in golf because there are stories about guys who flail around for years and then find it. Look at Tom Lehman.

“But for every Tom Lehman, there are a thousand guys out there thinking they’re Tom Lehman. The problem is, only one of them—if that—is going to be right.”

IN THE BACK OF my mind, I always wanted to go back to Q School. In the years after A Good Walk Spoiled, Q School became a sort of cult story among golf fans and the media. The Golf Channel began televising the finals in 1996, and PGA Tour Productions put together an annual one-hour documentary that aired on NBC. David Gould wrote a book called Q School Confidential that focused on the 1998 finals but was more about Q School history and lore than one particular year at Q School.

When I went to PGA West for the 1993 Q School finals, three other print reporters were there. In 2005, in addition to the Golf Channel, there were at least thirty writers on the premises of the Orange County National Golf Center and Lodge in Winter Garden, Florida. That isn’t exactly a Masters turnout, but it does reflect a quantum leap in interest.

In spite of the growth in coverage and interest, most people who follow golf still think the six-round finals that are on television are Q School. In fact, the case can be made that the finals are now the least pressurized aspect of Q School, because everyone in the finals knows he will have some kind of job playing golf the next year. If he isn’t one of the thirty players (and ties—those tied for the last available spot) who make it to the PGA Tour, he will have, at the very least, some status on the triple-A Nationwide Tour. When the Nationwide Tour began in 1990 (as the Ben Hogan Tour), the average weekly purse was $100,000. Now it is closer to $550,000. That is still less than 15 percent of what PGA Tour golfers play for each week, but enough for some players to make a living.

That doesn’t mean there isn’t heartbreak at the finals. Every year, there are players who come up a shot or two short, often for a bizarre or hard-to-envision reason. Almost anyone who has followed golf for more than fifteen minutes has seen Joe Daley’s two-foot putt on the 17th hole at PGA West (the same hole that brought Jeff Cook grief) in 2000 go right in the middle of the hole and then, somehow, pop back out, as if someone had pressed a spring underneath the cup.

“To me that’s the quintessential Q School moment,” said Casey Martin, the disabled player who successfully took the PGA Tour to the Supreme Court so that he could use a golf cart in tournaments. “I still remember seeing that happen and thinking to myself, ‘There are two days left in this thing, but he’s going to miss by one shot.’ Sure enough, that’s what happened. That’s Q School right there.”

Martin knows about Q School. He went through it eight times, made the finals four times, but was never successful making the PGA Tour via the finals. His only year on tour, 2000, was the result of a 14th-place finish on the Nike Tour. In those days, the top 15 players on the Nike got PGA Tour cards. Nowadays, the top 20 players on that tour, currently sponsored by Nationwide Insurance, make the PGA Tour.

The presence of the Nationwide 20 has cut the number of spots available at Q School. Once, 50 players and ties received tour cards. Now it is 30 and ties—this at a time when about 1,200 players sign up each year, even though the fee to play rose from $100 in 1965 to $4,500 in 2005, with a bump to $5,000 for those who would have to play first stage in 2006. The first year of Q School, 49 players showed up, and 17 cards were issued. But that was a long time ago in golf history.

What makes Q School so fascinating is the breadth of stories. In 2005, the 1,205 players who signed up to play ranged from Larry Mize, the 1987 Masters champion, to a guy whose low round at first stage was an 89. There was one woman in the field, Isabelle Beisiegel, who played for the second straight year and finished last at her first-stage site. And there were all sorts of names familiar to golf fans. When Paul Azinger decided not to play, Mize was the only major champion in the field, but there were past PGA Tour winners, veterans trying to hang on, and, of course, youngsters attempting to make it to “the big tour” for the first time.

Casey Martin was one of those who played in 2005—for the last time. After watching his game go south for several years, he decided to make one final effort to get back to the tour. He worked hard throughout the summer before showing up to play his first stage in Rancho Murieta, California.

The chances of getting from first stage to second stage to the finals and the PGA Tour are pretty close to 100-to-1. Martin knew all that. He also knew that his game wasn’t nearly what it once was. But, like a lot of players, he wanted one more shot. He failed to make it through first stage, missing by six shots. Unlike some players who never figure it out, he knew it was time to move on.

“Put it this way, it didn’t come as a shock to me,” Martin said. “I know for some guys, walking away is impossible—especially if you’ve ever had success. You just know you’re on the verge of a breakthrough. Guys say, ‘I’m hitting it great, but I can’t make any putts.’ Well, last I looked, putting is part of the game. There’s always a reason. At some point, you have to look in the mirror and say, ‘The reason is that I’m not good enough.’ That’s not easy for anybody.”

Never is that more apparent than at Q School. It is toughest to watch players who have been good enough at some point, because they can make the case that they aren’t fooling themselves. They know they have the ability to play on the tour.

“It’s the finding it again that’s so tough,” said Stephen Gangluff, who played on the PGA Tour in 2002 but bounced all the way back to playing first stage in 2005. “I feel as if I have these demons following me around sometimes. I know there’s a good player locked up somewhere inside me, but I’ve got to find a way to chase the demons and let that player out.”

One of my more vivid memories from researching this book is of Gangluff sprawled in a chair outside the locker room at the Tournament Players Club (TPC) Tampa Bay, having just shot 75 in the third round of first stage to knock himself out of contention. He couldn’t leave the course because the approach of Hurricane Wilma had forced the schedule to be moved up so that the final round would start an hour after the third round began. It was too hot to pound balls on the range, and what was the point anyway? He couldn’t bring himself to walk into the dining room and sit with other players who were rehashing their rounds and preparing for the last 18 holes. And he was too much of a professional to do the easy thing and withdraw from the tournament so he could get the hell out of there.

So he sat in that chair, staring into space, hoping, no doubt, that he would wake up at home in bed and find that it had all been a bad dream. Instead, with no chance at all to qualify, he got out of the chair and ground out a 67 in the last round—an effort that still left him six shots and twenty-one players outside the number.

You have to hope that there are happier days ahead for someone like Gangluff—and for many other players I encountered along the way. Q School is filled with sad stories, because, let’s face it, most of the players who enter aren’t going to make it to the PGA Tour when they hand out the cards in December. In fact, most of the players who enter Q School will never make it to the tour. Only about one-third of them will ever make it to the finals, and about half will never make it out of first stage.

Think about that for a moment. There are no bad players at the second stage of Q School. You might be able to fake your way into first stage—although the tour has cracked down on frauds in recent years—but you can’t fake your way through first stage and into second.

Most of those who sign up for first stage are superb players. There are more than 30 million golfers in the United States. Perhaps 2,000 can legitimately think about trying to make a living playing the game. Maybe 500 of those players are good enough to play somewhere—PGA Tour, Nationwide Tour, NGA/Hooters Tour, or the mini-tours—and pay their bills. Half of that number are good enough to play regularly on the PGA Tour or the Nationwide on a steady basis, and, of course, only a handful end up becoming millionaires and owning their own airplanes.

And in case you haven’t been paying close attention, there’s only one Tiger Woods.

Even among that tiny gaggle good enough to make it to the PGA Tour, there is absolutely no guarantee of continued success. Each year, most of the players who make it through Q School to the tour find themselves back at Q School the following year. At the end of 2005, eleven of the thirty-five players who had earned their cards at the 2004 Q School finished in the top 125 on the money list to retain full privileges for 2006. Three—Sean O’Hair, Lucas Glover, and Jason Bohn—won tournaments, guaranteeing themselves exemptions through 2007.

It isn’t the least bit uncommon for ex–tour players like Martin and Gangluff to find themselves back at first stage and failing to make it through. Mike Grob, another ex–tour player, did make it through the same first stage that Gangluff failed in Tampa, but he did so carrying his own bag because he didn’t want to pay for a caddy for the week. And second stage? The six sites where second stage events are held each year may be the six most tension-filled golf venues in the world. The number of quality players forced to play second stage is staggering. The players in the 2005 second stage included multiple PGA Tour winners. Larry Mize, Bill Glasson, Steve Stricker, Dan Forsman, Brian Henninger, and Blaine McCallister, as well as more than a dozen others who had won at least one PGA Tour event.

Success in professional golf is more fleeting than in just about any other sport. When a successful pitcher like Steve Blass suddenly can’t throw strikes anymore and sees his career flame out, it is such a big story that thirty years later, any pitcher with a sudden case of wildness is referred to as having “Blass disease,” and everyone in baseball knows exactly what that means.

In golf, very good players get some form of “Blass disease” all the time. Some get the yips with their putter, others with their driver. Still others simply can’t score anymore. Most of the time, there’s no explanation for what makes golfers fall to earth. They all think there’s an explanation—a swing change, an equipment change, an instructor change—but if it were that simple, they would all straighten themselves out and be back on top in no time.

Some do find the answer. Steve Stricker, who has won three times on the tour and almost won the PGA Championship in 1998, couldn’t make it through the 2005 Q School finals. But he got a sponsor exemption into the Shell Houston Open in April 2006, shot a final-round 65 to finish third, and began to play like the young star he had once been. He finished in a tie for sixth place at the U.S. Open and had made more than $1 million halfway through the 2006 season. He would not have to go back to Q School at the end of 2006. “I hope I never have to go again,” he said.

Q School is not a place anyone wants to go back to, but most players will tell you they’re glad they had the experience at least once. “Think about this,” said Steve Pate, a six-time winner on the tour who has been back to Q School several times in recent years. “Have you ever encountered any player who told you he didn’t have a Q School story?”

The answer to that is no, unless you count Tiger Woods, Phil Mickelson, Justin Leonard, and, more recently, Ryan Moore, all current players who were so good coming out of college that they managed to avoid Q School. A number of top foreign players also have been able to steer around it.

But just about everyone else who has joined the tour since 1965 has been there, and they all have stories to tell—some funny, some sad, many both. There were 1,205 entrants in the 2005 Q School, and every one of them had a story to tell. Time and space have limited me to a relative handful of those stories, but watching all three stages and hearing stories about Q Schools present and past was a remarkable experience.

There has been some talk among golf people that Q School’s time has passed, that with the growing importance of the Nationwide Tour, it should be the sole proving ground for the PGA Tour. After all, they argue, a full year of golf played on a competitive tour proves more about a player than one, two, or three weeks of Q School in the late fall.

That may be true. But Q School should continue to be part of the PGA Tour. As heartbreaking as it can be, it also produces the most unlikely and uplifting stories one is likely to encounter anywhere in golf. Ask anyone who has watched the last round of a major championship up close and the last round of Q School up close which one has more human drama, and the answer will always be the same: Q School. And if you, like me, happened to be fortunate enough to be standing next to Jay Haas on the final day of the 2005 Q School while he watched his son Bill line up a four-foot birdie putt that would either put him on the PGA Tour or leave him one shot away, you wouldn’t even have to think twice about your answer.

Watching Jay Haas watch Bill Haas is the kind of moment you can only see at Q School.

The Fifth Major.
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Dreams (and Nightmares) Come True



T
HE DREAM IS ALWAYS THE SAME. It starts with Tommy Tolles standing on the ninth tee of the Panther Lake course at Orange County National Golf Center and Lodge on a windy Monday afternoon in December. He has a three-wood in his hands and is wondering: “Is eleven the number? Could it slide to ten? Maybe it will go to 12. Do I really need a three-wood? The hole is playing downwind, and the fairways are baked from the wind and lack of rain. A par might very well be all I need.” For a moment, he wishes that instead of his pal Jamie Rowland, he had a tour caddy on his bag. Nothing against Rowland, who had walked 18 grueling holes every day for six days just to try to help Tolles, but this is one of those times when talking to someone who has been through this sort of golf-trauma would be helpful.

Tolles finally gets over the ball, three-wood in his hands. He takes the club back, and he can hear from the sound as he follows through that he has caught the ball flush, that, in golf lingo, he’s hit it right on the screws. The ball screams straight down the middle of the fairway, several yards to the right of where Tolles was aiming. The left rough, he knew, was safe; he could get the ball on the green from there. But there was water on the right.

The ball drifts a little bit right, and Tolles feels his heart pounding. It hits the ground and bounces—hard—to the right. It is bouncing in the direction of the water, and because the fairway is so burned-out, there’s nothing to slow it down. It gets closer and closer. By now Tolles knows what is going to happen. It disappears into the lake. “No!” Tolles wants to scream. It can’t be in the water. Only it is, and he knows, at that moment, that all his work to get back onto the PGA Tour has been for naught.

He wakes up, drenched in sweat. Even sleeping on top of the covers, he’s covered in sweat.

That isn’t the worst part, though. The worst part is knowing he is going to have the dream again.

And again.

IT IS LIKE THAT every single year at what is now officially called the PGA Tour Qualifying Tournament, although to everyone connected with golf, it is known simply as “Q School.” Once upon a time, there was a “school” aspect to the event, with players forced to sit in classrooms to learn rules, etiquette, and teaching techniques, since, once upon a time, all golf pros were expected to be teachers as well as players.

Every year at Q School, there are stories of heartbreak. At the 2005 Q School finals, Tolles was one of those stories. An accomplished player who has finished as high as 16th on the PGA Tour money list, Tolles was trying to fight his way back onto the tour after years of swing changes and frustration had landed him in golf’s minor leagues. He had struggled for almost five and a half rounds, staying on the fringes of contention more because of smarts and experience than because of the way he was hitting the ball.

“I had pretty much given up hope to get back to the tour midway through the last day,” he said later. “I was just trying to make sure I had full Nationwide [the tour’s highest minor league] status. Then I birdied 18 [he had started his round on the 10th tee] and hit a four-iron to four feet on number one. Suddenly, it clicked in. Two hours later, I’m on the ninth tee, and I’ve birdied six of nine holes and I’m right there with that three-wood in my hands.”

Which is where the dream of returning to the tour ended and the recurring nightmare began. After his ball found the water, he double-bogeyed the hole. His wife in tears, Tolles was finished except for the dream that would not go away.

For Grant Waite, another accomplished veteran, there was no need to rally late, no reason to believe that the week would end up as anything other than a ticket back to the place where he had happily made his living for most of a dozen years. He had steadily played his way into a comfortable position, well inside the number that would put him back on the PGA Tour. With nine holes to play, he was 16 under par for the event, which, he figured, put him in about 10th place. Among the 165 players who had made it to the Q School finals, the top 30 (and ties) would make it to the 2006 tour. There are no scoreboards on the golf course at Q School, but the players always have a sense of what the number needed to make the top 30 is going to be. With the wind blowing steadily and the golf course playing hard, Waite and everyone else knew that the number that day would be around 10 or 11 under par.

Sixteen under, after a very solid 32 on the front nine, certainly felt comfortable. But then Waite somehow four-putted the 10th hole for a double bogey, and he suddenly felt a little shaky. Another bogey and then another, and now he had no control over his golf swing or his emotions. It took him 42 shots to maneuver his way around the back nine, and when he finally holed out on 18, his hands were shaking and his face was chalk white. He wasn’t so much angry as stunned. His wife, Lea, who had walked every hole with him for six days, was in a state of shock, too.

“People simply don’t understand what this is like unless they’ve gone through it,” she had said earlier in the week. “There’s no tension in sports quite like this tension.”

Her husband agreed. “You aren’t asked to do anything at Q School as a golfer that you aren’t capable of doing,” he said. “But you have to do it this week. Not next week, not last week, this week. There’s no appeal, no way to get a second chance. And there’s very little margin for error. Too many guys playing for too few spots. You can’t count on playing well for six straight days, but you have to make sure your bad days aren’t really bad. One over, two over, you can survive. You just can’t throw in a six-over or seven-under day.”

Waite had followed the script perfectly the first five days, hanging close to par the first two days when he was fighting his swing, then playing the next three rounds at 13 under par with one round to play. “The key now,” he said late on the penultimate afternoon, “is to not think about any number, just go out and play well tomorrow.”

Easily said. Not so easily executed. What is more difficult in life than not thinking? Especially when you tell yourself not to think?

For nine holes on that final day, Waite didn’t think. But the instant he double-bogeyed the 10th hole, he started thinking. The result was that he came up one shot short—or, more accurately, one shot long—of where he needed to be. Thirty-two players finished 108 holes of golf in 422 or fewer shots. Waite was one of ten players, including Dan Forsman, a five-time winner on the PGA Tour, who needed 423 shots. In many cases, that 423rd shot was less than a foot long, a tap-in that the player knew would doom him to a tour where the total prize money each week is far less than the weekly winner’s share on the PGA Tour. When the 2006 PGA Tour opened in January, the purse for the first full-field event of the year was $5.1 million, with the winner getting $918,000. When the Nationwide Tour began play in Panama in February, the purse was $550,000, with the winner receiving $99,000. The leading money winner on the Nationwide Tour in 2005 was Troy Matteson, who made $495,009. There were 151 players who earned more than that on the PGA Tour—including 79 who made more than $1 million in prize money for the year.

The PGA Tour is a dream world of big-money contracts for equipment and endorsements; courtesy cars and courtesy phones; people standing by to grant your every wish, whether it is a shopping spree for your wife or luxury box seats to a ball game. The Nationwide Tour is real life: searching for cheap airfares or driving from event to event; looking for the best rate the Fairfield Inn or Hampton Inn or Holiday Inn can give you. It is playing in front of hundreds instead of thousands. It is being shocked by how much it costs to refuel your car versus how much it costs to refuel your plane.

It is 423 shots instead of 422.

“It hurts, it really hurts,” Dan Forsman said. “I think it hurts more when you’ve known what life is like on the PGA Tour. To say we don’t get spoiled would be silly. We do get spoiled—big-time. Then you put everything you have into getting yourself back there, heart and soul for six days, and you come up an inch or two short. It’s tough to take.”

Like Tolles, Forsman had rallied late on the final day, making three birdies on the final nine of the week to get to 10 under par. “When you’ve done this for as long as I have, you have a feel for what the number is going to be,” he said. “You don’t need a scoreboard. You can tell by the weather conditions, by the condition of the golf course. Your gut just tells you. Some guys think they know the number. In my gut, I knew the number was going to be 11—just knew it. I came to the last hole needing a birdie to get to 11. I was between nine and pitching wedge for my second shot and finally hit the wedge. It came up about 20 feet short. I knew exactly what was at stake. The putt just didn’t break as much as I thought. It stayed a few inches outside the hole. That was how much I missed getting my job back by—three, four inches. I’m not sure I can remember feeling quite as crushed as I did at that moment.”

Months later, Forsman’s voice was soft and sad as he remembered that day. “In March I got to play at Bay Hill [a PGA Tour event in Orlando]. One day, I’m not sure why, I drove out to Orange County and just kind of walked around. I can’t even tell you why I did it. Maybe I was looking for some kind of closure with what had happened in December. I just remember feeling a kind of melancholy walking around out there again, remembering shots—good and bad—from that week. I had a chance once to win the Masters on Sunday, and hit it in the water at 12 and finished seventh. That hurt. But this was different. I’m forty-seven years old. I can hear that clock ticking. I know time is going to run out on me—soon. I just want the chance to play against the best players on a week-to-week basis again before that clock runs out.”

Everyone hears the clock—the old, the middle-aged, the young. When you miss at Q School, people pat you on the back, say “Good playing; you’ll get ’em next year,” and you don’t want to hear it. Next year is never guaranteed in golf, except for an elite handful who have won major titles and climbed so far up the ladder they seemingly can’t fall down. Tiger Woods, Phil Mickelson, Vijay Singh, Ernie Els, Fred Couples, and Jim Furyk are at that level. There may be a few others: Retief Goosen, Davis Love III, José María Olazábal, and David Toms are probably safe for the rest of their careers.

That’s a short list. In 2004 and 2005, Larry Mize—whose 140-foot chip-in to beat Greg Norman in a play-off at the 1987 Masters is one of the most replayed and remembered shots in golf history—found himself back at Q School trying to regain fully exempt status on the tour. In 2006 two-time U.S. Open champion Lee Janzen kept his exempt status only by invoking a one-time exception granted to those in the top 50 on the all-time tour money list. By the end of 2006 he, like Mize, was back at Q School. Paul Azinger, the 1993 PGA champion and a Ryder Cup hero on numerous occasions, entered Q School in 2005, then decided part-time status on the tour was enough for him when combined with his work for ABC. Azinger would have preferred totally exempt status but decided in the end it wasn’t worth the torture of Q School.

“You do wonder if you aren’t pushing the envelope a little bit when you are paired with guys who call you ‘Mr. Mize,’” Larry Mize said, laughing, as he hit balls on the range one afternoon. “One day after we got through playing, one of the kids in my group said to me, ‘Mr. Mize, I just have to ask you about the shot at Augusta.’ Actually, I kind of enjoy that. I never mind replaying that for people, because it was such a great moment for me. But then I realized later that the kid who asked me about it, who is now a peer I’m trying to compete with, was four years old when that shot happened. Now that’s a little bit freaky.”

Mize is forty-eight. Like Forsman and Waite (who is forty-two), he has some access to the PGA Tour as a “past champion” — someone who has won at least once on the tour during his career. It wasn’t that long ago that a player in that category might get into twenty tournaments a year, but changes in the rules, designed to give younger players more opportunity to play, have made it tougher. For Mize, as a major champion, there might be fifteen chances a year to play. Forsman and Waite aren’t likely to get that many opportunities. Waite, who first lost his full-time playing privileges in 2002 after ten years on the tour—including a victory in 1993 and a dramatic one-shot loss to Tiger Woods in Canada in 2001—spent a couple of years in the netherworld of “wanderers.” He tried to get into PGA Tour events wherever and whenever he could, and when he couldn’t, he played on the Nationwide Tour.

“At some point, you have to accept the fact that, like it or not, your golf game at this moment is only worthy of the Nationwide,” he said. “That’s tough to take when you’ve been on the PGA Tour for a while, but once you accept it, you have a better chance to find your game on the Nationwide.” Waite had done that in 2005, playing in twenty Nationwide tournaments and only six PGA Tour events. Even so, it hadn’t been easy for him. He had made only nine cuts and finished 96th on the money list. “It’s a different world on that tour in so many ways,” he said. “You’re playing against young guys, who can hit it 50 yards past you and are focused on one thing: making the top 20 on the money list for the year so they can get onto the PGA Tour the next year without going to Q School. You see the kids on the Nationwide, and you realize that they’re you fifteen or twenty years ago—fearless, excited to be there, and playing without any doubts at all.” He smiled. “I would love to feel that way again, but I know I’m not going to.”

Waite wasn’t talking specifically about Peter Tomasulo when he described the young guns on the Nationwide Tour, but he might have been. Tomasulo was twenty-four and had been a professional for a little more than a year. He had gone from a barely recruited, barely scholarshipped (books only) freshman at the University of California to an all-American as a senior. He had started 2005 without status on any golf tour and had ended it in 35th place on the Nationwide Tour money list after winning the Alberta Classic, which gave him full status on the Nationwide. Tomasulo had come to Q School without any fears or any doubts. He knew that it was going to be just another step on his journey to the PGA Tour.

“My year had just been on an up escalator from the start,” he said. “I’d gone from trying to make it onto the Canadian Tour to playing well on that tour to making it to the Nationwide Tour to finishing fourth in the Nationwide Tour Championship to get the 35th spot on the money list.” That finish was crucial to Tomasulo because it meant he didn’t have to go to the second stage of Q School. Each year, there are three stages of Q School. A small cadre of players—those who finish between 126th and 150th on the PGA Tour money list and those who finish between 21st and 35th on the Nationwide Tour money list—are exempt from the first two stages. A somewhat larger group—past PGA Tour winners, anyone on the PGA Tour during that year, and those who finish between 36th and 70th on the Nationwide list—are exempt from first stage. Everyone else goes to one of fourteen first-stage sites around the country. In 2005 there were 1,205 Q School entries. Those who started at first stage had to ante up $4,500 to play. Once upon a time, the fee was $200, but inflation and the tour’s desire to scare off those who might want to enter just to say they played in Q School have sent the price soaring in recent years. If the fee is a deterrent, no one has noticed a drop-off in entries because of it.

Tomasulo was exempt until the third and final stage. Like Waite, he appeared to be in perfect position going into the final day. He was at 11 under par, right on the number, when he began his round. He was at 12 under par with nine holes to play on that last afternoon, and he didn’t have a shred of doubt about what was going to happen at the end of the day. But he got an awful break on the 10th hole, when his second shot to the par-five, a perfect layup, somehow landed squarely on top of a loose divot and stayed right there. “All the years I’ve played golf, that’s never happened to me,” he said later. “I had no idea how to play the shot. I ended up chunking it into the rough in front of the green, and the next thing I know, I’ve made a bogey instead of the birdie I was sure I was going to make. That was the first time I got a little nervous. In fact, it was the first time that the thought ‘I wonder what the number will be?’ crossed my mind. Until then, I wasn’t even thinking about the number; I was just trying to make as many birdies as I could so I’d finish as high up on the final list as possible. Once that thought came into my head, I couldn’t get it out no matter how hard I tried not to think about it.”

Tomasulo bogeyed the next two holes but managed to right himself long enough to squeeze out a couple of tough pars and then birdie the 16th hole. He was at 10 under, convinced like everyone else that was probably one off the number. “But I had 18 left,” he said. “A downwind, downhill par-five that I could easily reach in two. I knew I just had to get off the 17th with a par and then go after birdie on the 18th.”

Maybe it was the twenty-minute wait on the tee—there is nothing in the world slower than the last round at Q School—or maybe it was the gusty wind or the difficult pin placement on the small back shelf of the water-protected green. Or maybe it was just nerves. Tomasulo selected an eight-iron, not wanting to come up short. Then he watched in horror as the ball drifted left of where he had aimed, took one big hop, and spun into a back bunker. “When I saw it go in there, my knees just about buckled,” he said. “I’d seen other guys play out of there during the week, and I knew how tough a shot it was. But I had to try and get it close.”

Trying to hit a perfect second shot to give himself a chance to save par, Tomasulo instead squirted the ball out of the bunker, and it ran straight across the green, almost rolling into the water. From there he made a double-bogey five and walked off the green knowing he wasn’t going to be on the PGA Tour in 2006. “As I was watching my second shot run across the green, the thought went through my head, ‘Oh, my God, you aren’t making it. Oh, my God, you aren’t making it!’” Tomasulo said. “It was a hollow feeling that went right to my knees. I just couldn’t believe it.”

The toughest part may have been having to play the 18th hole knowing that he had no chance—unless he could somehow hole out from the fairway for a miraculous double-eagle two. The two men he was playing with, Brett Wetterich and B. J. Staten, had managed to hang on to finish at 11 under, meaning they would be going to the PGA Tour, while Tomasulo went back to the Nationwide. “The worst part of the whole day was probably shaking hands with them on the 18th green and telling them congratulations,” Tomasulo said. “Not because they weren’t good guys, but because they had done what I couldn’t do, and it hurt—it just really hurt.”

He smiled. “I have no memory at all of what I said. I just hope I wasn’t rude.”

Tomasulo wasn’t rude. Staten remembers him saying congratulations, but he also remembers the look on his face. “It may have been the happiest moment of my life,” he said. “But shaking hands with Peter, I felt awful. I knew just how close I’d come to being exactly where he was.”

Even if Tomasulo had been rude, chances are good neither Staten nor Wetterich would have noticed or cared at that moment. Tomasulo was in shock; they were in ecstasy. The three of them had spent more than five hours that day grinding toward the same goal. In the end, Wetterich and Staten had been able to lunge across the finish line. Tomasulo had come up a few steps short.

Because Staten had never made it to the tour before and was one of ten players who had survived all three stages to get his tour card, he was surrounded by both well-wishers and media after he signed his scorecard. Tomasulo stood a few yards away with his caddy. He appeared to be staring at Staten, as if torturing himself by watching the celebration. “It wasn’t anything like that at all,” he said. “I know I stood there for a while, because I didn’t have the energy to walk back to the clubhouse. It was as if all the life had drained out of my body. But I don’t remember anything about it. I don’t even remember seeing B. J. or anyone around him. I didn’t see anything. I didn’t hear anything.”

Staten’s memory of those few moments isn’t much better than Tomasulo’s. “I know I was happy, and I remember a lot of people being there,” he said. “But if you ask me any details—who said what to me, what I said to anyone—I don’t remember much at all. It’s all very hazy.”

That’s what Q School does to people. It leaves them dazed— with joy; with utter dejection. A small cadre are invited to a PGA Tour–sponsored party that night to welcome them to the tour. The rest go back to hotel rooms to pack their bags and wait till next year. If, by some chance, one of the nonqualifiers were to wander into the party for the qualifiers—perhaps to congratulate a friend—a tour official would very politely but firmly ask him to leave.

When Q School is over, you are either invited to the party or not. There is no in between.




2

Forty Years Ago . . . 

THE ARGUMENT CAN BE MADE that there are more legendary tales attached to the PGA Tour’s Qualifying School than to any other event in golf. This may explain why players refer to it as the fifth major.

The Q School’s history isn’t very long, dating back only to 1965. That was 105 years after the first British Open—or, as it is known in Europe, the Open Championship—was played and 70 years after the first U.S. Open was held. The PGA Championship was first played in 1916, and the Masters, the baby among the four majors, began in 1934. Each of them has had more than its share of memorable moments, and most of those moments have been chronicled in print, on film or tape, or orally. Golf fans have heard so much about Gene Sarazen’s double eagle at the 15th hole in the 1935 Masters that most of them are probably convinced they witnessed it. Is there anyone who has ever touched a golf club—looked at a golf club—who hasn’t seen the video of Tom Watson’s chip-in at Pebble Beach in 1982, Larry Mize’s miracle at Augusta in 1987, Tiger Woods’s chip-in on the 16th green at the Masters in 2005, or Jack Nicklaus’s march up the 18th fairway at St. Andrews during his last British Open, also in 2005?

That’s just a small sampling, of course.

“The difference between moments like that and Q School is that when golfers get together—pros, I mean—they tell Q School stories,” said Steve Pate, a six-time PGA Tour winner and recent Q School returnee. “You don’t sit around and talk about Watson or Mize; you sit around and talk about Joe Daley’s putt popping up out of the cup at PGA West or Cliff Kresge stepping backward to line up a putt and falling into the water. Or you tell your own stories, because everyone—I mean everyone—has them. If you’re a golfer, you have a Q School story, with very few exceptions.”

Tiger Woods is one of those exceptions. He won in his fourth tournament as a pro and has been exempt ever since. Phil Mickelson won a tournament while still in college, so he was already exempt when he turned pro in 1992 and never had to deal with Q School. Justin Leonard and Ryan Moore each earned enough money playing on sponsor exemptions (in 1994 and 2004, respectively) after graduating from college to avoid having to go to Q School to earn playing privileges. A number of top foreign players earned playing privileges in the United States through their success overseas: Greg Norman, Nick Price, Nick Faldo, and Vijay Singh, to name a few. Everyone else who has joined the tour since 1965 has been through Q School. Most have been more than once. All describe it as a difficult, if not torturous, experience. And yet all of them say that they’re glad they did it—at least once.

“It’s a rite of passage if you’re a professional golfer,” said Tom Watson, who finished fifth in the 1971 Q School and never looked back. “I’m not going to go so far as saying that I feel sorry for Tiger or Phil or Justin or anyone else who skips Q School completely. But I will say that I think they missed something. My memories of that week are as vivid as anything I’ve ever done in golf, including the majors that I’ve won. I remember every round, and I remember going back to the hotel every night, eating dinner by myself, and thinking about what I had to do the next day. I remember thinking I was in great shape the last day and then double-bogeying the 10th hole and having a panic attack for a moment, thinking, ‘Oh, my God, am I going to blow this?’ And I remember the incredible feeling of satisfaction when it was over, when I’d made it. It was thirty-five years ago, but all those feelings are still tangible now.”

Very few people claim to enjoy Q School, although younger players approach it far more optimistically than older ones do. “I remember the first time I went to Q School, I was excited about it,” said Dan Forsman, who first made it to the tour in 1982, the same year he turned pro. “When I had to go back twenty-two years later, I was bummed—and a little bit scared. The quality of player was so much higher than when I was a kid, it was almost intimidating at first. I had to remind myself that I was still a pretty good player. It wasn’t all that easy.”

But regardless of how difficult it may be or how disappointing it can be just to have to be there, most are like Watson. They see Q School as part of the journey. For some it is a continuing part of the journey. In 2006 Michael Allen played in the finals for the thirteenth time in eighteen years and was successful for the ninth time in getting back to the tour. Allen, who is now forty-eight, has never won on the tour and has succeeded only twice in keeping his playing status for consecutive years without a return to Q School. “I just put it on my calendar as if it’s another tournament,” he said, laughing. “I try to look at it as a golfing vacation.”

Some of the best Q School stories appear to be apocryphal. Almost everyone tells the one about the guy who walked onto the first tee on the first day, heard the starter call his name, and raced off the tee so he could get sick in the bushes nearby. No one can name the player or the year, but everyone swears it happened. In 2000 Joe Daley did tap in a two-foot putt on the 17th hole at PGA West on the fourth day of the six-day competition. He then watched in horror as the ball somehow bounced back out of the cup. Naturally, he ended up missing his card by one shot. Cliff Kresge did step off an island green and into a lake while trying to line up a putt.

Peter Jacobsen, who won his first event on the tour in 1980 and his last in 2003, had to go to Q School only once, in the fall of 1976. Like everyone else, he remembers the pressure and the nerves, and the feeling of relief when he wobbled home on a frigid final day in Brownsville, Texas, to get his card on the number. He also remembers the guy who threatened to shoot him.

“I don’t even know his name, because it turned out he was using an assumed name,” Jacobsen said, beginning the story that he always starts by saying, “I’m not making this up.”

“The first two days I was paired with this guy who simply could not play dead. He was awful, clearly someone who shouldn’t have been allowed to play but had somehow gotten in under the radar. This was before they had stage qualifying. It was just one stage, so there was no way for him to have been weeded out earlier. Well, I don’t think the guy broke 90 the first day. If he did, it was only because he cheated. I mean, really cheated—moving balls in the rough, things like that. When the day was over, I just had to say something to the rules guys, because I thought the guy was dangerous—to me, to everyone—plus he was cheating. I guess they went and did a little homework, because the next morning they walk up to the guy and say, ‘You’re going to have to leave.’ He asks why, and they say, ‘Well, for one thing, we found out you played last year under a different name, and we sent you a letter saying you couldn’t come back this year because you were noncompetitive. For another, your fellow competitors caught you cheating out there yesterday on more than one occasion. So we’re disqualifying you.’

“I’m standing there watching all this. The guy looks at the officials, then looks at me and says, ‘Okay, then, I believe I’m just going to go out to my pickup and get my shotgun.’ He wasn’t smiling when he said it. I don’t know if the officials called the police, but I spent the next couple of days looking over my shoulder a lot.”

There are plenty of Q School stories about guys who couldn’t play, which is one reason the rules for getting into even first stage are far stricter now than they once were. A player has to be a professional and has to show some evidence that he has played competitive golf someplace in order for his application to be accepted. “A truly bad player can make life miserable for the guys he’s paired with,” explained Steve Carman, the Q School’s tournament director for the past seven years. “It really isn’t fair to ask someone who has paid $4,500 to play for his life to play with someone who can’t break 90. It doesn’t happen nearly as often as it used to, but we still get one or two every year who slip through the cracks.”

Most of the time, the horror stories are self-inflicted—the kind of stories that make players cringe rather than laugh. Many involve guys who simply couldn’t make it to the clubhouse on the final day or had one awful moment—à la Tommy Tolles or Peter Tomasulo—on the last few holes. Some are funny because they have happy endings, such as the time in 1983 when Jeff Sluman’s caddy showed up on the first tee with the wrong golf bag, or the moment years later when Shaun Micheel thought he had made the tour by tying with nine others for 37th place. Micheel thought that the low forty players and ties made the tour. So when he heard the announcement, “All players at six under par please report to the 10th tee for the play-off,” he panicked, thinking he had to play off to get onto the tour. Micheel was the most relieved man on earth when he learned that the play-off was simply to determine in what order the ten players would be ranked when they began playing on the tour in January. “I was so relieved, I birdied the first hole and got number 37,” he remembered, laughing.

The story that everyone knows but almost no one wants to bring up involves Jaxon Brigman. In 1999, after five years on the Nike Tour (now the Nationwide Tour), it looked as if Brigman’s time had finally come. On the last day of the finals, played that year at Doral Golf and Country Club in Miami, Brigman played the round of his life, shooting 65, to make the tour right on the number. Elated, he walked into the scorer’s tent, signed his scorecard, and left to join friends and family and let the celebration begin. He was standing near the scoreboard, with the widest smile of his life on his face, when Steve Carman approached. “Of all the things I’ve ever done in golf as a rules official, this had to be the toughest,” Carman said.

“Jaxon,” Carman said softly. “I need you to look at this card for me.”

Carman still remembers the look on Brigman’s face—even before he said another word. Brigman looked at the card and, an instant later, was prone on the ground, crying. At all golf tournaments, a player’s official scorecard is kept by another player in his group. Nowadays, there is also a walking scorer who keeps track of all scores in the group as a backup, and each player keeps his own score unofficially. That day, Brigman’s card was kept by Jay Hobby, who had made certain to circle each birdie so that it would be easier for Brigman to track how far under par he was: seven circles and no squares (for bogeys) would make it pretty clear that he was seven under par. Most players make some kind of mark on the scorecard to make clear any score that isn’t a par.

Hobby had circled all of Brigman’s birdies, including the one he had made at the par-four 13th hole. The problem was, he had written down a 4 and circled it instead of recording a 3. Especially in the crucible of the last day of Q School, it isn’t surprising that someone could make that kind of mistake. When Brigman had gone into the scorer’s tent, he had simply counted the seven circles and written down 65 as his score—which was what he had shot, even though the hole-by-hole numbers added up to 66. Then he had signed his card without asking the walking scorer to go through her card and confirm his score. When the scorekeeper at the scoreboard went through the card, he noticed the discrepancy and took the card to Carman. When Carman added up the numbers Brigman had signed for, he felt sick to his stomach, but he knew he had no choice but to take the card to Brigman.

“The only sliver of good in the whole thing was that he initially thought he was completely disqualified—which would have meant he didn’t even have a spot on the Nationwide the next year,” Carman said. “That would only have happened if he had signed for a score lower than his actual score. I told him that he wasn’t disqualified but that his official score had to be the 66 that the numbers added up to on the scorecard.”

That left him one shot above the cut line for the tour. It meant returning to the Nationwide Tour for a fifth year instead of being a rookie on the PGA Tour. It also meant becoming the poster child for sad-but-true Q School tales.

A year later, forced to play second stage, Brigman was in a four-way tie for the final three spots. Today, all four players would have advanced to the finals; there are no play-offs for a final qualifying position at first or second stage. Back then, however, they played off. Brigman made a bogey and was the one player among the four who didn’t advance. “After seeing that, I decided it was time to get rid of the play-offs,” Carman said. “If you shoot the number over four days, you should move on. We have the flexibility to handle a few extra players—whether it’s at second stage or at finals. I just hated the idea that a player could go 72 holes and then be in a position where one poor swing—or, even worse, a lucky shot by someone else—made him wait another year for his next chance.”

Q School has changed a lot since 1965. At the first School, forty-nine players showed up in Palm Beach Gardens, Florida, to play the PGA National Golf Club. They didn’t even know how many spots they were playing for, because the event was brand-new. As it turned out, seventeen players qualified for the 1966 tour. “Qualifying” had a very different meaning then than it does now. At that time, only the top 60 money winners at the end of each year were guaranteed spots in every tournament during the next twelve months. Everyone else had to take part in Monday qualifiers, which filled out each week’s tournament field. Players who had to qualify were known as “rabbits,” because they were constantly hopping from city to city hoping to get into the next week’s field. For the rabbits, making the cut on Friday was critical because everyone who made the cut was automatically in the next week’s field without having to qualify.

That system, referred to now as “the non-exempt tour,” remained in place until 1982, when Commissioner Deane Beman, pushed by the rank and file players on tour, created the “all-exempt tour.” Now, the top 125 players on the money list are exempt for the following year, along with any tournament winners from the previous year who failed to make the top 125 and a number of players who received medical exemptions because of injuries. The Nationwide Tour, which was created in 1990 as a developmental tour, now sends its top 20 money winners to the PGA Tour the following year. Because the number of players who make the tour off the Nationwide list has grown (it was originally only five), the number of players who make the tour out of Q School—once as high as fifty players and ties—has shrunk to the current thirty and ties. Ranking on both the Nationwide list and the Q School list is important because players from both groups fall below the top 125 money winners, the tournament winners, and the medically exempt players in the pecking order for spots in tournaments. Early in the year, when everyone wants to play and tournament fields are smaller, the bottom half of the Q Schoolers frequently have trouble getting to play.

By the time the all-exempt tour was born, Q School had gone through many incarnations. In the fall of 1968, there were two Q Schools—one run, like the first three, by the PGA of America, and the other put on by the Association of Professional Golfers (the category then used within the PGA to describe tour players). That was at the height of the battle between the PGA of America and the tour players for control of the tour. Eventually, the players were allowed to break off and form the PGA Tour. Until then, those who wanted to play on the tour had to go through the same testing as teaching pros who were members of the PGA of America (all pros were PGA members). The late 1960s were not that far removed from the days when most tour players also worked as club pros. As late as 1955, Jack Fleck, a club pro by trade, won the U.S. Open, beating Ben Hogan in a play-off. For most of his career, Hogan was the pro at La Quinta Country Club in Palm Springs, California (although one suspects he didn’t do a lot of teaching or spend a lot of time doing inventory).

The split between the PGA of America and the PGA Tour— to this day, people frequently refer incorrectly to the PGA Tour as the PGA—made perfect sense because the lifestyle of a pro on tour could not be more different than that of a pro working in a golf shop: a touring pro’s life is consumed by trying to improve his golf game; a teaching pro’s life is consumed by trying to improve others’ golf games. For many years, however, Q School contained a classroom element. In the early years, when it was still an eight-round event, the classroom portion came smack in the middle of Q School. In the later years, it came after the golf had been played and was required only for those who qualified for tour cards.

From 1969 to 1971, there were two Q Schools a year, the thought being that players shouldn’t have to wait a full year to try to qualify for the tour. There was more flexibility in terms of handing out cards in those days, because a card only gave a player rabbit status—the ability to enter Monday qualifiers. The holy grail was making the top 60 on the money list, because it got you out of the Monday qualifiers. Those who didn’t make the top 60 had to earn at least $5,000 in prize money each year to avoid going back to Q School. That wasn’t an overwhelming amount of money, but it wasn’t as easy as it might sound. Purses were a fraction of what they are now, and making the cut didn’t guarantee a player a check. Seventy players and ties made the cut each week, then as now, but only between forty-five and sixty actually got paid. Some players perfected the dubious skill of making it through the Monday qualifier and through the cut, but then failed to cash a check. That meant they had played five rounds of golf (plus a practice round), had paid their expenses for the week, and yet hadn’t earned a nickel. Today’s players would find that totally unacceptable.

Tom Watson played well in his rookie year, 1972, when he was a rabbit, making $30,413 in thirty-two tournaments. That was good enough for 74th on the money list. (In 2005, just for comparison purposes, J. L. Lewis finished 74th on the money list and made $1,031,159.) It kept him safely away from Q School but meant he had to start 1973 still playing on Mondays. Watson was the son of a successful Kansas City insurance agent and had a degree in psychology from Stanford. “I remember telling my dad when I was a senior that I wanted to at least try the tour because I wanted to find out if I was good enough to play out there,” he said. “In the back of my mind, I was going to give it two or three years, and if I hadn’t established myself by then, I’d go back to Kansas City and probably go to work with my dad.”

To Watson, establishing himself meant getting out of Mondays. By the end of 1973, he had done that by finishing 35th on the money list. From there, he never looked back, going on to become the number one player in the world while winning eight majors.

Watson’s approach—make it or go home—was fairly typical in the 1960s and 1970s. That’s because there really wasn’t any viable fallback position. The PGA Tour did establish a satellite tour in the mid-’70s, and there were some semi-organized mini-tours where players could play, but there really was no way to make a living playing golf unless you were on the PGA Tour. Overseas tours were just starting to pay decent purses, but the idea of going overseas to play golf rarely occurred to players. Most were like Watson: two or three years of the PGA Tour or bust. And if it was bust, go look for a job.

Now it’s entirely different. Although the money on the Nationwide Tour is a fraction of the money on the PGA Tour, it is both a way to make a reasonable living (fifty-six players earned more than $100,000 in 2005) and a potential route to the PGA Tour. There are now tours all over the world that pay players well, and there are mini-tours all over the United States that pay well enough to allow a player to hang on to the dream for a few more years. “You don’t get rich, that’s for sure,” said Garrett Frank, who has been playing mini-tours for close to a decade. “But you can make enough to live on and keep playing golf.”

In many ways, Frank is symbolic of how different golf is today than when Q School was launched. He grew up in Ohio, a good athlete who played all sports well. “In some ways, I was too good for my own good because I never worked all that hard,” he said. “I actually worked harder at basketball than golf, because golf came easily to me.”

Frank played for four years at the University of Akron, still not taking the sport all that seriously. His father had made a good living selling hearing aids, and Frank got his master’s degree in audiology. He worked for a year as an audiologist, then decided this wasn’t meant to be his life’s work. “I just didn’t think I wanted to spend forty or fifty years digging wax out of old people’s ears,” he said. “I’m not putting it down, and I know it’s important work. It just wasn’t for me.”

Still a very good amateur player, he turned pro at the end of 1999 and gave himself five years to work at his game and make it to the PGA Tour. He moved to Florida, made some money by investing in real estate, and began playing mini-tours. He failed to make it through the first stage of Q School at the end of 2000, then made it successfully through first stage each of the next four years. In 2003 he was paired the last day of second stage with Gary Nicklaus, with whom he had played on the mini-tours. One of those mini-tours was the Golden Bear Tour, named for Gary’s father, Jack, and sponsored by his company.

“I’d never really played in front of a gallery before,” Frank said. “We had about a hundred people following us. It was different, but it was a lot of fun.” Among the spectators were Jack Nicklaus and his wife, Barbara.

“That’s the closest I’ve come to getting through,” Frank said. “I played well that day. I think I shot three under for the round, and I had good looks at three putts coming in. If I’d been able to make them, I’d have gotten through. Burned the edge on all of them and finished one over. The number was one under, so I missed by two. Somehow, Jack thought I’d finished one under and made it. He came over and congratulated me and told me he really liked the way I played. I was thrilled he said that, but a little embarrassed I had to tell him I hadn’t made it. I could tell he felt badly about the mistake.”

Frank went back to the mini-tours. He was still playing there in 2006, even though his self-imposed five-year deadline had passed. He had gone home at the end of 2004 intending to work with his father. By New Year’s, though, the itch was back. “I knew my friends were down there in Florida playing,” he said. “The weather was awful. I wasn’t doing what I wanted to do. I still wanted to play golf. I had made decent money in ’04 [about $50,000, offset by $18,000 in entry fees], and I still thought I could get better.”

He made a little bit less money in ’05 but still put up the $4,500 entry fee for the 2005 Q School, to give it one more go. “I’m thirty-three,” he said, stretching in the locker room before starting his final round of first stage. “I know I can’t keep trying forever, but it’s hard to walk away.”

ONCE THE PGA OF AMERICA and the PGA Tour split, Q School continued to evolve. After three years of biannual qualifiers with twenty-five spots open in each, the tour decided to go back to an annual event with fifty spots. That lasted until 1976, when the decision was made to go back to two qualifiers a year. In the spring of 1977, the qualifier at Pinehurst had 408 entrants. That was when the regional qualifiers were begun, or what is now known as second stage. In 1982, when the all-exempt tour was created, the tour went back to an annual qualifying event, which has been the case ever since. In 1986, with the number of entrants continuing to grow, first stage was established, making it a three-step process to get to the tour for those with no prior status.

The birth of the Ben Hogan (now Nationwide) Tour in 1990 changed the face of golf for those going up and down the ladder of the game. The new tour gave players who made it to the final stage but didn’t get a PGA Tour card a place to play for the next year, with prize money that began with purses of $100,000 a week and has now risen to an average of $550,000 a week. No one gets rich on the Nationwide Tour, but players can make a living while keeping their dreams of playing on the PGA Tour alive. Fifty players and ties come out of Q School each year with fully exempt status on the Nationwide Tour. The remaining players—usually about half the field—have what is called conditional status, meaning they get into tournaments on a space-available basis. Most will get into enough tournaments during the year to have a chance to make a mark.

What that means, quite simply, is that getting to the finals nowadays means you have some kind of job playing golf for the next twelve months. That’s why, for most players, second stage has become as much of a crucible as the finals were prior to 1990. “It isn’t as if you feel relaxed playing in the finals,” said David Sutherland, who has played on both the PGA Tour and the Nationwide Tour during the past fifteen years. “But you do know there’s a safety net there if you don’t make it to the big tour. I think there are some younger guys who, their first or second time in the finals, they aren’t even thinking that much about making the PGA Tour. They just want to be sure they get a good number on the Nationwide Tour.” He smiled. “Some of those guys are probably the ones who play well because they don’t feel the kind of pressure we older guys [Sutherland is forty] feel. Second stage is a completely different deal. There, almost everybody is playing for a job. No one wants to go back to mini-tours, paying to play, just trying to keep your head above water for another year so you can get another shot at Q School.”

Of course, Q School is no longer the only route to the tour now that the top 20 on the Nationwide money list go straight to the PGA Tour. In fact, that is now considered the better way to get to the tour, because it is a reward for playing well for an entire year as opposed to playing well for one week. Every year, after the last round of the Nationwide Tour Championship, when the money list is finalized, there is a card presentation ceremony in which PGA Tour commissioner Tim Finchem presents the new “class” with their PGA Tour cards for the next year. There is no such ceremony on the last day of Q School.

Q School does have the feel of a tournament now, especially the finals, which have been televised by the Golf Channel since 1996. There is roping around the golf courses to give the players some distance from the handful of spectators who come out to watch, and the leaders each day are usually asked to do some postround interviews. There’s prize money, although not enough to make it really matter.

“Put it this way, if you have a chance to play for that prize money or stay home that week and watch, you’d much rather stay home and watch,” said Brian Henninger, a two-time winner on the PGA Tour who has been forced to go back to Q School in recent years and has played the Nationwide Tour for most of the past four years. “But there’s no question the tour has tried to make you feel more comfortable, at least when you make the finals. It does feel more like a real golf tournament than when I first started playing in the early ’90s.”

A lot of that can be traced to Arvin Ginn, a veteran rules official who was put in charge of Q School in the late 1980s. Ginn didn’t think it was right that Q School was treated almost as a punishment for players. As if going back to Q School wasn’t purgatory enough, players also had to deal with second-rate golf courses in fourth-rate shape and no amenities at all. Ginn pressed the tour to try harder to find good golf courses for all stages and to have the tour assign as many of its full-time rules officials to the events as possible. In the past, prior to the finals, almost all the officials working Q School were local officials supplied by the PGA of America and local PGAs. Ginn also came up with the idea of making the final week a qualifier for both the PGA Tour and the Nationwide Tour. He thought it would be cruel and unfair to require those who didn’t make the PGA Tour to go through yet another qualifier for the Nationwide.

When Ginn retired as a full-time official in 1999, the Q School mantle was passed to Steve Carman, a computer whiz who had worked in a hospital setting up computer systems before being hired to do a similar job at the tour. He had decided he didn’t want to sit around an office programming computers and had gone through all the various tests required to become a rules official. He had worked with Ginn on Q School and had come to respect its importance for everyone involved. Since Q School finals are always held the week after Thanksgiving, Carman spends the holiday at the finals site making sure everything is in place for the players, many of whom will show up on the weekend to begin playing practice rounds before the start of play the following Wednesday.
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