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Foreword



by Rick Reilly


George Plimpton has nearly gotten me killed eleven times. He’s pulled three hammies for me, almost got me gored, gave me quarter-sized heat blisters, made me throw up more times than an Ipecac tester, left me to drop animals into my pants, and inspired me to sign up for more dangerous jobs than the cast of Jackass.


Because Plimpton was one of my heroes, I attempted things no sane person should. I crushed six cars in a monster truck, ran with the bulls, tried out for the WNBA, played women’s pro football, became a ball boy at the U.S. Open, flew upside down in an F-14, jumped with the U.S. Army parachute team, became a tour caddy, became a rodeo clown, faced Nolan Ryan’s fastball, competed in the World Sauna Championships, delved into ferret legging (don’t), and, in homage to the book you hold in your hand, played in the Pebble Beach Pro-Am. Twice.


Plimpton had the genius to stop talking to the pros who play the sports he loved and start playing the sports he loved. The NFL, the NHL, Major League Baseball, boxing, pro tennis. He’d do it, mostly fail at it, and then write about it, hilariously. That was sports writing’s Bob Beamon moment. What Walter Mitty dreamed about, Plimpton did. He broke through the wall, which meant I wanted to break through the wall.


Of course, my attempts were junior varsity compared to Plimpton’s. He lived in the era of America that historians classify as “Before Insurance Lawyers Ruined Everything.” So when he wanted to play quarterback for four downs as a Detroit Lion? Do it! they said. (He lost 30 yards.) When he wanted to pitch to a lineup of baseball all-stars? Why not? (He nearly dropped dead of exhaustion.) Step into the ring against Archie Moore? Have at it! (Bloody nose.)


He had titanium guts, but that’s not my favorite Plimpton body part. My favorite Plimpton body part is his over-caffeinated mind. For a guy who looked about as clenched-teeth, Thurston-Howell-III, summer-in-Maine button-down as a man can be, underneath he was an incurably curious five-year-old who couldn’t stop asking questions. In Bogey Man, he never stopped being fascinated by the curious carnival life these golfers lived in bad pants on lush lawns, and it’s what makes this my favorite Plimpton book.


The things the man found out! For instance, I’m a lifelong golf fan, player, and writer and yet I never knew:




• Arnold Palmer woke up every night at 2 a.m. to have a Coke.


• Jack Nicklaus, as a rookie, would wear the same pair of pants for all four rounds.


• Porky Oliver’s caddy would put his money in his shoe, so that if you saw him limping down the fairway, “you knew he was in the chips,” as Plimpton wrote.




Oh, and my absolute favorite:




• The caddy for Deane Beman recalling Beman being so cheap that when he paid him, “he look at you like you done stab him in the knee!”




When Beman went on to become PGA Tour commissioner, we wore that phrase out.


Writer 1: Hey, what did Beman say when you asked him about John Daly?


Writer 2: Man, it’s like I done stab him in the knee!


There was nothing Plimpton did that I didn’t want to do. One time, Plimpton was writing a freelance piece for Sports Illustrated, where I worked for twenty-two years. This was in the dark days before email, so freelancers would get the final edit of their piece faxed or mailed to them. But Plimpton was in Europe at the time, and by the time he got the final edit, the piece had gone to bed without his input. When it came out, Plimpton was not happy with the edit. He sent the hard copy back to the office, with these words scrawled angrily up the side in red ink: “Wholesale tin-eared butchery!”


That became our go-to slam among SI writers for years.


Writer 1: How’s that new Vanilla Ice album?


Writer 2: Wholesale tin-eared butchery!


That’s the other thing. Because of Plimpton, I learned that not only can you make up imaginary people, you should; as it delights the reader and proves quite useful in digging yourself out of holes and/or making fun scenes last even longer.


Man Looking Over My Shoulder: What does that mean, imaginary people?


Me: Well, for instance, in Bogey Man, Plimpton invents the “Japanese admirals” to describe the voices that haunt him just before his backswing. It’s great fun. We all have them. My friend Skybox read Bogey Man and decided he didn’t have admirals, he had “demons.” He would watch his shank flying towards the lunch shack and declare: “Lord, the demons just wouldn’t shut up on that one!”


Man Looking Over My Shoulder: But that’s not exactly reporting, is it?


Me: Who cares? Plimpton let his Technicolor imagination take over where the facts stopped. In Bogey Man, he paints these wonderful little scenes that play out in his head once the curtain comes down. For instance, he had this ongoing obsession with the fact that golfers measure the ricochet distance of golf balls off people’s noggins. So, after reporting one that went a prodigious distance after hitting a caddy, he can just “see” a caddy sitting on a rock, holding his throbbing head in his hands, “while the measuring tapes are being stretched out… ‘two feet 10! Got it!’” I giggle just thinking about it myself.


Plimpton was my ideal. He lived the life I aspired to. Live in Paris. Write hilariously and without arrogance. Appear in The Simpsons. Be fearless. Do you realize Plimpton was one of the men who wrestled Sirhan Sirhan to the ground after the assassination of Robert F. Kennedy, only a year after this book was first published? Do you realize he remarried at 61 and had twin girls at 64? At 76, Plimpton died in his sleep. In my eyes, the man lived a perfect life.


Leave it to Plimpton to write one of the funniest books about golf when the man hardly knew a thing about it. Plimpton was a disastrous golfer and joined the tour knowing almost nothing about the game. The actual playing of golf, the nuances of how it was done, the realization of how great these players were, was as lost on him as modern art to Stevie Wonder. (At one point Plimpton asked Palmer about the “WPGA” instead of the “LPGA.” Yeesh.) But it doesn’t matter. The playing of golf is the least interesting part of golf anyway. It’s the stories, the battle against the nerves, the laughs, the bets, the caddies, the fans, the utter desperation and redemptive joy of it all.


Plimpton went out and absorbed it into that sponge brain of his. He came back with such an all-you-can-eat buffet of golf and life nuggets that it didn’t matter if he shot 125 every day (which he nearly did).


At the end, after he returns from his misadventures on tour, a friend asks him if he’s still going to write the book.


Plimpton replies, “Oh, I should hope so.”


Thank God.
















Hush, hush… the bogey man is coming.


—English Variety Hall Song

















CHAPTER 1
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My woes in golf, I have felt, have been largely psychological. When I am playing well, in the low 90s (my handicap is 18), I am still plagued with small quirks—a suspicion that, for example, just as I begin my downswing, my eyes straining with concentration, a bug or a beetle is going to suddenly materialize on the golf ball.


When I am playing badly, far more massive speculation occurs: I often sense as I commit myself to a golf swing that my body changes its corporeal status completely and becomes a mechanical entity, built of tubes and conduits, and boiler rooms here and there, with big dials and gauges to check, a Brobdingnagian structure put together by a team of brilliant engineers but manned largely by a dispirited, eccentric group of dissolutes—men with drinking problems, who do not see very well, and who are plagued by liver complaints.


The structure they work in is enormous. I see myself as a monstrous, manned colossus poised high over the golf ball, a spheroid that is barely discernible fourteen stories down on its tee. From above, staring through the windows of the eyes, which bulge like great bay porches, is an unsteady group (as I see them) of Japanese navymen—admirals, most of them. In their hands they hold ancient and useless voice tubes into which they yell the familiar orders: “Eye on the ball! Chin steady! Left arm stiff! Flex the knees! Swing from the inside out! Follow through! Keep head down!” Since the voice tubes are useless, the cries drift down the long corridors and shaftways between the iron tendons and muscles, and echo into vacant chambers and out, until finally, as a burble of sound, they reach the control centers. These posts are situated at the joints, and in charge are the dissolutes I mentioned—typical of them a cantankerous elder perched on a metal stool, half a bottle of rye on the floor beside him, his ear cocked for the orders that he acknowledges with ancient epithets, yelling back up the corridors, “Ah, your father’s mustache!” and such things, and if he’s of a mind, he’ll reach for the controls (like the banks of tall levers one remembers from a railroad-yard switch house) and perhaps he’ll pull the proper lever and perhaps not. So that, in sum, the whole apparatus, bent on hitting a golf ball smartly, tips and convolutes and lunges, the Japanese admirals clutching each other for support in the main control center up in the head as the structure rocks and creaks. And when the golf shot is on its way the navymen get to their feet and peer out through the eyes and report: “A shank! A shank! My God, we’ve hit another shank!” They stir about in the control center drinking paper-thin cups of rice wine, consoling themselves, and every once in a while one of them will reach for a voice tube and shout:


“Smarten up down there!”


Down below, in the dark reaches of the structure, the dissolutes reach for their rye, tittering, and they’ve got their feet up on the levers and perhaps soon it will be time to read the evening newspaper.


It was a discouraging image to carry around in one’s mind; but I had an interesting notion: a month on the professional golf tour (I had been invited to three tournaments), competing steadily and under tournament conditions before crowds and under the scrutiny of the pros with whom I would be playing, might result in 5, perhaps even 6, strokes being pruned from my 18 handicap. An overhaul would result. My Japanese admirals would be politely asked to leave, and they would, bowing and smiling. The dissolutes would be removed from the control centers, grumbling, clutching their bottles of rye, many of them evicted bodily, being carried out in their chairs.


The replacements would appear—a squad of scientific blokes dressed in white smocks. Not too many of them. But a great tonnage of equipment would arrive with them—automatic equipment in gray-green boxes and computer devices that would be placed about and plugged in and set to clicking and whirring. The great structure would become almost entirely automatized. Life in the control center would change—boring, really, with the scientists looking out on the golf course at the ball and then twiddling with dials and working out estimations, wind resistance, and such things, and finally locking everything into the big computers; and with yawns working at the corners of their mouths because it was all so simple, they would push the “activate” buttons to generate the smooth motion in the great structure that would whip the golf ball out toward the distant green far and true. Very dull and predictable. The scientists would scarcely find very much to say to each other after a shot. Perhaps “Y-e-s,” very drawn out. “Y-e-s. Very nice.” Occasionally someone down in the innards of the structure would appear down the long glistening corridors with an oil can, or perhaps with some brass polish to sparkle up the pipes.


That was the vision I had. I began the overhaul myself. I would obviously have to look the part. A month before I left on the tour, I outfitted myself completely and expensively with new golf equipment. I had played golf since I began (which was when I was twelve or so) with a white cloth golf bag that bore the trade name “Canvasback” for some reason; if the clubs were removed it collapsed on itself like an accordion, or like a pair of trousers being stepped out of. It was light as a feather, and caddies always looked jaunty and supercilious under its weight. I often carried it myself. It had a small pocket with room for three balls and some tees. It had eight clubs in it, perhaps nine—two woods and a putter and the rest, of course, irons with two or three missing—an outfit hardly suitable for tournament play.


So I bought the works. Clubs and a new bag. Sweaters. Argyll socks. A small plastic bag of gold golf tees. I bought some golf shoes with flaps that came down over the laces—my first pair; I had always used sneakers. The golf bag was enormous. It seemed a dull conservative color when I saw it in the late afternoon gloom of a Florida golf shop. But when I took it out on a practice round the next day, it glowed a rich oxblood color, like a vast sausage. It was very heavy with a metal bottom with brass studs around it, and when I first went out I felt guilty seeing it on a caddy’s back. But the clubs let off a fine chinking sound as the bag was carried, as expensive and exclusive as the sound of a Cadillac door shutting to, and the fact that porters, caddies, and I myself, whoever carried it, were bent nearly double by its weight only seemed to add to its stature.


It was proper to have such an enormous bag. I thought of the caddies coming up the long hills of the Congressional on television, wearing the white coveralls with the numbers, and those huge bags—MacGregors, Haigs or Wilsons, with the pros’ names stamped down the front—with the wiping towels dangling, and the bags nearly slantwise across their shoulders, with one hand back to steady it so the weight would be more properly distributed.


Still, I never really got accustomed to my great golf bag. The woods had brown woolen covers on them. In my early practice rounds in the east I used to follow the clubs at quite a distance, and off to one side, as they were carried down the fairway, as one might circle at a distance workmen moving a harpsichord into one’s home—self-conscious and a little embarrassed.


I was particularly aware of the big bag on trips—particularly lugging it around in a railroad station or an air terminal, where intense men with briefcases hurry past, and there are tearful farewells going on, and melancholy groups of military people stand around with plastic name tags on their tunics to tell us who they are. A golf bag is such an immense symbol of frivolity in these parlous times, so much bigger than a tennis racket. When I arrived in Los Angeles by plane to head upstate for the Crosby tournament, the terminal seemed filled with soldiers. There had been many on my plane. At the baggage claim counter the gray-green military duffel bags began coming down the conveyor belt, one after another, and the soldiers would heft them off and set them to one side in a great mound. My golf bag appeared among them with its rich oxblood glow, obscene, jingling slightly as it came toward me on the conveyor.


A porter gave me a hand with it. We got it outside to the traffic ramp with the rest of my luggage and he waited while I arranged to rent a car for the long ride up to Monterey.


“You must be going up to the tournament,” the porter said.


“Why, yes,” I said gratefully. “The Crosby.”


“George Knudson just came through a while ago,” he said. “And George Archer. Always tell him ’cause he’s, man, tall.”


“That’s right,” I said. “He’s as tall as they come.”


He hefted the bag into the trunk of the car.


“They set you up with a new bag, I see.”


The bag was so new that a strong odor drifted from it—a tang of furniture polish.


“A great big one,” I said. “They’re getting bigger, it seems.”


I fished in my pocket for a tip.


“Well, good luck up there,” he said. He wanted me to tell him my name, some name he would recognize from the tour so he could announce to them back in the terminal, “Well, you know, So-and-so just came through… on his way up to the Crosby.”


“I guess I just head north,” I said. I waved an arm, and stepped into the car.


“Yes, that’s where it is. Up the coast.” He smiled. “Well, good luck,” he said. “I play to a 5 myself.”


“No kidding?” I said.


“Well, that’s nothing compared to you guys. I play out on the municipal course. And at Ramble Beach.”


“A 5 handicap is nothing to be sneezed at,” I said.


“I wish it was a 4,” he said.


“Sure,” I said. “Well…” I tried hard to think of an appropriate golf term.


“Well, pop it,” I said.


He looked startled.


“I mean really pop it out there.”


A tentative smile of appreciation began to work at his features. I put the car in gear and started off. As I looked in the rear-view mirror I could see him staring after the car.















CHAPTER 2
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The final hours of the drive go through the high country of the Big Sur, the sea lying flat and unroiled to the west. It was calm and warm, which was welcome golfing weather, but unexpected; the vagaries of the weather during the Crosby are famous: in 1962 it snowed; in 1967 gale winds swept in from the sea and made the play of the ocean holes almost a senseless procedure—like a sort of lunatic golf played between the crews of fishing trawlers bobbing in a storm.


I stopped overnight and it was still easy weather by the early afternoon of the next day when I drove onto the scenic Seventeen Mile Drive that winds along the edge of that pine-covered coastal country.


The Crosby is played on the three golf courses of the Monterey Peninsula—Cypress Point (which is a private club within a club, with only one hundred and fifty members); Pebble Beach, where the headquarters of the tournament are set up; and the Monterey Peninsula Country Club, which, while impressive enough, is the least spectacular of the courses and considered the easiest. (In the last year or so a public course named Spyglass Hill—to commemorate Treasure Island’s hill and Robert Louis Stevenson, who lived nearby—has been completed and has displaced the Monterey Peninsula Country Club as the third leg of the Crosby.) All the courses are part of a development known as the Del Monte Properties, which was started in 1915 by Samuel Finley Brown Morse, the captain of the Yale 1906 football team and a grandnephew of the telegraph inventor. I met him by chance years ago in his house in Monterey. I can remember the powerful presence of the man, and how odd it seemed that such a man of vigor lived in a home full of delicate Oriental art and compartmentalized by pale-yellow gauze-thin Japanese screens that were slid to and fro on metal runners, just barely audibly, by servants as we moved through the house. He was a very physical man. He thought nothing of ripping a telephone directory apart, and he often challenged his guests to a boxing match. When they demurred, he would groan, and he would say, “Well, all right, then, let’s do some Indian wrestling.”


He was an inventor in his own right, or at least of an inventive turn of mind: in 1931 he used the guano from the cormorant rocks in Carmel Bay to fertilize the golf courses—a misdirected plan which turned out to be almost fatal to the grass on the courses, but had the pleasant compensation that the more picturesque sea lions took over the rocks, newly cleansed, and would not let the birds back. There the seals remain, just offshore, making a honking, quite derisive sound—clearly audible to the golfers working the ocean holes.


I parked my car and went into the Del Monte Lodge to register. The place was crowded. People were checking in—the amateur contingent of golfers, I assumed, since all of them were keyed up, as if they’d been belting down drinks of Scotch. They seemed everywhere in the lobby, in their gaudy golfing outfits, back-slapping, and calling out to each other: “Hey, old buddy, been out on the track yet? Been out there myself and had a gorgeous round, absolutely gorgeous.”


Bing Crosby was standing by the registration desk, very calm in that hubbub, smiling at people, and shaking hands. He was wearing a Scotch-plaid hat with an Alpine brush in the band; he had a very long thin-stemmed pipe in his mouth, which he would take out from time to time to speak his fancy brand of talk, as formal as a litany: “Ah, Brother So-and-so, the authorities inform me that you have ambulated across our fair acres and invited yourself a sizable 7 on the 8th. What transpired, Brother So-and-so? Did you happen to traffic with the cruel sea?”


Close by was Crosby’s friend and lieutenant, Maurie Luxford, the man who actually runs the tournament. He has been doing it for twenty-one years. I went up and introduced myself, and we went off to a corner where it was quiet and he talked for a moment or so about his difficulties as a tournament director. In the months preceding he had received over nine thousand applications from those who wanted to play in Bing’s tournament. There was only room for 168 amateurs, Luxford said, shaking his head; of that number Crosby had reserved about 120 places for his own friends whose names were from what Luxford referred to as “Crosby’s Black Book”—Bing’s golfing friends—and that left a maximum of forty-eight places for Luxford to fill from those thousands of applications stacked in the big cardboard containers in the corner of his office.


“It’s quite a privilege,” Luxford said. “You’d be surprised what people will do to get an invitation to the Crosby. I had a man come up to me in a country-club locker room and offer $20,000 in cash for an invitation. Very embarrassing.”


I whistled in awe; I took the opportunity to thank Luxford for sending me an invitation. I had written Crosby a few months earlier saying that I hoped to do a series of articles on playing on the tour and how grateful I would be if he were to extend the privileges of his tournament.


“I hadn’t realized what a privilege,” I said. “What a temptation for the unprincipled—to trade off an invitation for some of that hard cash.”


Luxford looked at me carefully.


“Oh, I’m who I say I am,” I assured him.


“Well, I hope so,” he said.


When I asked him how the tournament worked, he said that this was the twenty-fifth, the Silver Anniversary of the tournament—what Bing called his “clambake”—and that the proceeds (television fees, entry fees, and the rest of it) were to be split up among local charities.


“The pro-am event is one of the biggest sources of income for a golf tournament,” Luxford said. “The entry fee here for the pro-am is $150. For some tournaments it’s much more. It costs $1,000 to play in the pro-am of the Florida Citrus Open. So those guys down there are close to $150,000 before they begin thinking about income from ticket sales and television.”


The Crosby is quite unlike any other pro-am tournament. Most tournaments have a pro-am event on the first day—each professional playing with three amateurs, who play to their handicaps, the foursome’s best ball on each hole being recorded. In the Crosby each pro is paired with one amateur and the two play together as a team for the entire four-day event.


“Who’s your partner?” Luxford asked.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“You better go to headquarters and check in.”


On the way up to the tournament headquarters, I kept thinking about the television on the last day—my stomach tightening as I thought of being paired with a great professional, which would mean a big gallery following, and someone carrying a sign with the team names on it, and the women sitting on the shooting sticks in rows ready to make clucking sounds if a shot was scraped along the ground.


“I don’t suppose I have Hogan, or Palmer, or anyone like that,” I said to the ladies behind the tables at headquarters.


“No,” they said. “Mr. Hogan is not playing in the Crosby this year. Your partner is—” they looked it up on the pairing sheets—“Bob Bruno.”


“Oh yes,” I said.


“You’re scheduled to go off with him at 10:10 tomorrow morning at the Monterey Peninsula Country Club. Manuel de la Torre is the other pro in your foursome and his amateur partner is Bill Henley.”


They gave me Bruno’s telephone number. He was staying at a small motel in Monterey. I called him, and we talked briefly. He had finished his day’s practice. He would meet me tomorrow on the first tee. I told him about my golf, my 18 handicap, and I said I hoped he wouldn’t mind being saddled with such a thing. He sounded very pleasant. He said, No, that for “ham ’n’ egging”—that is to say, combining in a good partnership—a player with a high handicap, if he got onto his game, could be tremendously useful.


Afterward I asked around about him. No one knew much except that he was tall. He turned out to be 6 feet 5½ inches tall, about the tallest professional on the tour—up there with George Archer and George Bayer. His best paydays had been a tenth at St. Paul in 1964, where he won $1,675, and a twelfth at Seattle that same year, for which he won $1,100.


Bruno’s status as a golfer (and he would admit it, if ruefully) was in the lower echelons of the touring pros—in the category known as “rabbits.” These were the golfers on the tour who were beginning their careers, or whose play was erratic or in the doldrums. They had to play in a qualifying tournament, usually held on a Monday, and fight it out among themselves for the available slots in the draw of the regular tournament. In the Los Angeles Open, for example, which preceded the Crosby, there had been about 20 open slots in the draw for which about 250 rabbits had been forced to compete. The PGA published a complete money list every year, which is uncomfortable reading down toward the end: Jim Hart made $11 in 1967; Reynolds Faber, Norman Rach and Arthur Jones each made $4; a golfer named Alex Antonio played in a number of tournaments, often making the Sunday cuts, yet he never won any money at all.


It is expensive to join the tour. Bruno told me later that $250 a week was a conservative figure, and when I looked startled he explained that the average entry fee for a tournament is $50; any motel room with a plain white bedspread and a window looking on the truck park in back is $50 to $60 a week; a caddy would look awfully sour if he didn’t get $50 for a tournament’s work; and then one had to set aside $8 to $10 a day to eat. That’s $230-odd right there—not taking into consideration travel expenses, or a movie and a haircut from time to time. The PGA itself warns any golfer that he cannot expect to play the tour for less than $300 a week.


To make ends meet, most professionals starting their careers on the tour sell stock in themselves—half their winnings over a stipulated time, usually five years, perhaps ten. Backing a pro is a speculative risk, and assistance comes largely from club members or friends willing to help a young club pro without much hope of financial return.


In a sense I was relieved to be paired with Bruno—a relative unknown. It was bad luck for him, but at least the irregularities of my game would not be disturbing a truly great player, someone making a run for the tournament win.


I asked about the pro-ams—whether the professionals minded playing in them. Almost invariably they approved of them—as providing a way, in a symbolic sense, to repay personally the great enthusiasm the public had for professional golf.


Of course, sometimes insupportable things happened. In his first year on the tour Jack Nicklaus played in a pro-am with a golfer who had played only once before. Apparently the man had sent in made-up credentials, which were accepted by the tournament committee—a handicap of 12 when in fact he could barely have scraped around the course in a score of less than 200. The foursome moved very ponderously. They tried to persuade the novice to pick up when he was out of contention for a hole—which was invariably immediately following his tee shot—but he was stubborn, intent on posting his individual score no matter what. An enormous space—four or five holes—opened between the Nicklaus foursome and the one in front, so that it looked to spectators waiting at a particular hole as if the tournament had been truncated and no one else was coming through. They stirred on the picnic blankets and leaned forward on the shooting sticks and peered at the tournament draw. “Ah-hah. Nicklaus!” His was the group due through. They shook their heads. Nicklaus had a reputation of being a slow player. A half-hour went by. The course stretched empty back toward the opening holes. Some spectators walked back up the course and disappeared over a rise. When they returned, they said that there was a foursome coming through, soon enough they felt, though there was something odd about it—people and marshals scuttling back and forth, and sudden short bursts of movement forward, often sideways, and then stopping, as if what was being watched was the progress of a huge leaping frog. Finally, three balls soared over the rise and came to a rest in the fairway. The spectators leaned forward. Ten minutes went by. Another five minutes. Some heads appeared above the rise looking back. Then they disappeared.


Finally, the group came into view. The center of attention, they could see, was a heavy-set man, his face florid under a long-brimmed white fisherman’s hat. The marshals were clustered around him, remonstrating apparently, their hands in supplicatory positions. Then all of them jumped back as the man’s club rose and fell. There were shouts of alarm, and then the group rushed forward and settled around him, like flies frightened off and returning to a garbage truck, and the entire lively collection moved off at some eccentric angle, and the scene repeated itself. Somehow they were able to persuade the novice to stop at the 9th hole. Perhaps they told him—convinced him—that nine holes was all that was required.…


Professionals admit to difficulties of this sort, if to a lesser degree, but still they are firmly in support of pro-ams. Bruce Crampton, for example, told me that certainly it is hard to concentrate during the pro-am rounds—the pro has to spend a lot of time poking around in the rough to find his partner’s ball. And then, of course, amateurs are often ignorant—they step on the line of the putt, or hit their shots at the wrong time. Still, the best friends Crampton has in the U.S. (he comes from Australia) are those he met during the pro-ams. Fine people, he said they were, and they asked him to stay at their homes when he came through on the tour the next year.















CHAPTER 3
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The invitation to the Crosby allowed me to enter, if tentatively, the world of professional golf—to see it first-hand. It was not actually the first chance I’d had to play with top-flight golfers. Five or six years before, I had gone through a head-to-head match with Sam Snead on his winter home course at Boca Raton, on Florida’s east coast. But nothing had come of it as far as writing was concerned, not even a paragraph’s worth, though I had expected great things. Over the phone Snead had seemed pleasant and he had arranged the match most agreeably. He asked me where I was staying, and when I said Palm Beach, the plush resort twenty miles up the coast from Boca Raton, he said Yes, yes, yes, indeedy.


I drove down to Boca Raton with a large fresh notebook to fill, and a good automatic pencil, with one in reserve. Snead, from what I could gain from reading about him, was sure to provide good copy. He had a lively way with words of advice about golf. I recalled his warning that a club should be held as one would hold a bird—“Lightly, you mustn’t hurt it.”


We met and walked out to the first tee where we had a long discussion about the terms of a wager whose size, if I lost, made me gulp. Whatever the cost, though, I thought the day’s round would be compensation enough—simply the privilege of playing and listening to such a great golfer. But after that first discussion, I saw very little of Snead. I never got a chance to talk to him. We met briefly on the greens and the tees. I made appropriate sounds of awe when Snead whacked his drives off into the distance. He would climb into his yellow golf cart while I set my ball up on its tee. When I made my shot, off at an angle usually, Snead would say, “I reckon you hedged somewhat on that one,” and he would set off swiftly after his drive. I moved behind his cart, ranging back and forth for my errant shots with my caddy, the pair of us like two sea birds far in the wake of a trawler.


A girl joined us for the second 9. She had waited on the clubhouse terrace. I could see her yellow dress, and saw her wave as we came up the 9th fairway. I introduced her to Snead. She rode with him in the cart, while I continued to range along behind them.


Sometimes she walked with me. “Do you know what Snead asked me?” she said.


“What?”


“He wants to know how much I weigh. He keeps asking me.”


“Well, at least you got some sort of a dialogue going,” I said.


Nor was Snead around to talk to when the round was over. He had met with a threesome of Miami businessmen as soon as we had come in from our tour of the course. When I came running over from the 18th green to say good-bye, he was already on his way to the first tee to join them. He waited for me to reach him. “Pigeons,” he said, taking me into his confidence. He winked broadly. I forked over the fifty dollars I owed him from the bet.


“Good luck,” I said, still breathing hard from the trot up the 18th fairway.


“Yah, we’ll have some fun,” he said, turning to his group.


“It was that damn cart,” I said. We were up on the terrace, where a member of the club had asked us to join him for a drink. “I might have got something out of Snead and the afternoon if it hadn’t been for the speed of that thing.”


A waiter in an orange coat bent over the table and we ordered drinks.


“It’s funny you should blame golf carts,” the member said, smiling. He went on to say that Boca Raton has been famous for its golf carts since the club’s establishment by the nabobs of the early twenties. He told us that one of the latter, Clarence Geist, played the course in a specially equipped Packard. It was a familiar sight on the fairways, though startling to those seeing it for the first time. The Packard would lurch out of a grove of trees onto the course, and a player back on the tee, looking up from his ball, would call out, “My God, what’s that?”


“That’s Clarence Geist’s Packard.”


“Well, yes, but what is it doing out there? Look at the size of that thing! Think of the ruts it must leave in the fairways. Why doesn’t the good man—what’s his name?”


“Geist.”


“Why doesn’t he use a rickshaw? Or at the least a Model T?”


They would watch the limousine stop far down the fairway, and then a distant figure being assisted out of the back, the small knot of people standing by the car as if inspecting a road map, cataleptic until the flash of a club swinging, the heads turning to watch the flight of that faraway, invisible ball. Then the group would load up into the Packard again, which would rock off across the undulations of the fairway.


“That’s very interesting,” I said. I was still petulant about Snead. “Today was a waste. I certainly never got the sense of what it’s like to play against a championship golfer.”


“Why don’t you try Ben Hogan?” the member asked.


He said he’d call him—he was a good friend—and put in a word for me. Hogan was in the vicinity preparing for the Masters, as he did annually at the Seminole Golf Club north of Palm Beach.


I thanked the member, and a few days later, on his say-so, I called Hogan. I explained somewhat haltingly that I wanted to write an article about competing against great professionals. Perhaps a match with him could be arranged. It would be a great privilege.


I can remember his voice in reply—polite and easy. It took me a while to realize that he was turning me down. He said that yes, our mutual friend had described the notion to him. He said he had no objection to playing a friendly match, perhaps in a foursome along with the friend who had put us in touch. A good player, a former Harvard captain, did I know that? Yes, I said. But Hogan went on, if I intended to write about playing against him in a competition, well, that was another matter. The conditions would have to be those of a tournament.


“But, Mr. Hogan,” I said, “the chances of our meeting in a tournament… how would that ever happen? I’d have to turn professional. My handicap is 18, Mr. Hogan.”


“Well, that’s your problem,” he said.


He was not being unkind or scornful. He had an acute sense of what the great component of his ability was—the competitiveness—and if it was to be described by a writer for public demand, he wanted it to be assessed at its keenest, under the stress of tournament conditions.


I told the Boca Raton member what had happened, and he smiled.


“It didn’t work out,” I said.


“No. I rather expected that,” he said. “Well, you had the chance to find out about that man’s pride. That must be worth something.”


“Well, sure,” I said. “Sure.”















CHAPTER 4
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After checking in I went around to the pro shop at Del Monte Lodge and inquired about getting a caddy for the tournament. Almost all the golfers, I was told, both professional and amateur, had already checked in, and most of the caddies had been assigned. There might be somebody left out back, they said.


I looked out there, and a somewhat elderly caddy got up off a bench and hurried up and introduced himself. Abe, his name was—a very small man encased in oversized clothes, an extra-long windbreaker over a worn dark sweater, the baggy pants of a top-banana comedian hanging loosely on him and making him look, from afar, like a waif. He had a dark, wind-creased face and a rather gloomy set to his mouth.


He said, “You looking for someone to pack your bag?”


“Absolutely,” I said.


He went on to say that I was lucky to get him. Abe wasn’t just any “bag-toter.” He knew the three Monterey courses from twenty, maybe thirty years’ experience and had “packed” bags for some of the “great ones.”


“Marty Furgol—packed for him,” he said.


“Oh yes,” I said.


“You ain’t a pro?” he asked hopefully.


“I’m afraid not,” I said.


“Who is your pro?”


“Bob Bruno.”




















[image: Book Title Page]

George convenes with caddy, Abe. (Russ Halford)























“Who’s he?”


“Well, for one thing he’s just about the tallest pro on the tour.”


“Well, that’s something,” Abe said.


We went out that afternoon to get in as much of a practice round as we could before darkness fell. We played the ocean holes of Pebble Beach under a setting sun. Out in the sea hundreds of whales were moving north, so that sometimes, looking out, one could spot a dozen or so spouts at the same time, a feather of spray, pink in the dying sun, and then the distant dark roll of the body beneath.


Abe said as we walked along that he was originally a seafaring man. He had come west from Massachusetts, and he had been with the sardine fleets out of Monterey in the days when the schools were thick and lay out beyond the kelp beds. He had become a furniture mover after that, caddying when he had the time. In the evening, years before, when the tides were right, he went down to the rocks and beaches where the sea boiled in at the famous oceanside holes of Pebble Beach and, equipped with a long pole and a sack, he scraped around for lost balls, which he would then sell.


He told me that on a good day he would come up out of the sea with his sack full-up with balls. The activity was not quite legal because of the trespassing laws, so he would set out for home across the golf course with his coat buttoned and straining across the bulge of the sack. His odd notion was that the club officials, if they saw him out there, might take him for a pregnant woman out for a stroll in the twilight.


“They’d’ve had to be pretty nearsighted, Abe,” I said, looking at him. We were waiting on the 6th for a pair in front of us. He was so short that he had to carry my golf bag slantwise on his back, like a soldier carrying a bazooka, and I noticed that the clubs often began to slide out as he walked. He smoked incessantly, never flicking at his cigarette, so that it developed long curved ashes that wavered and finally dropped whole to lie on the grass like gray cicada husks. He had a terrific smoker’s cough and wheeze.


“What was the best day?” I asked.


“The top day I ever had on the beaches,” he said, “was 350 balls. I dragged myself across the course that day.”


“What would that day be worth to you?” I asked.


“In the golf shops I could count on getting 50 cents a ball if they weren’t too sea-logged. Then the price was 20 cents.”


The wait continued on the 6th. I asked Abe if he had ever played golf. He thought about it and said that in twenty-five years he had played three holes. In fact, he had played the last of the holes not more than two weeks before. I asked him how it had gone. He said that for someone just keeping his hand in, he wasn’t so bad.


Abe said you didn’t have to play golf to be a good caddy. You had to know the courses, that was all, and he certainly knew them. He had been involved in the Crosby tournaments for years. One year he had carried a scorer’s signboard down the fairways—one of the years of the bad weather, when the wind had ripped in off the Pacific at gale force. “Man, that was an experience,” he went on to say. They paid him ten dollars for carrying the board. He hadn’t been able to find a bag to pack that year, and he said that carrying the board behind the foursome, which he thought was going to be duck-soup easy, just changing the numbers from time to time to show where the two players and their teams stood in relationship to par, well, it had been worse than packing two bags. It was the wind, catching and flailing at the board and turning it in Abe’s hands, and then hauling and jockeying him around the fairway, so that in the big gusts he felt like a man controlled by his umbrella in a windstorm. One of the pros’ names on his board was Al Besselink; he couldn’t remember the other one. When they got to the sea holes of Pebble Beach—the 7th, 8th—the board became almost completely unmanageable; it kept bearing Abe off inland, toward the eucalyptus forests. He would turn the board’s edge into the wind and tack back up toward his group, but the wind would catch and turn the board broadside to, like a sail, and Abe would be scurried off before the wind, hauling to and doing what he could. In my mind’s eye I could see Abe careering Al Besselink’s name through distant foursomes while galleries turned to stare after him. Finally, he lost his foursome completely, so he tried going inland where he thought he had a better chance of getting the board back to the caddy house by traveling through the natural windscreens of the pines.


“I had to get that sign back up there,” said Abe. “If I don’t come back in with the sign, maybe I don’t get my ten dollars.”


I had a good first 9 that afternoon, playing relaxed golf, and Abe, when I told him my handicap was 18, whistled and said “we” would have an interesting tournament. He said maybe we’d even get to have someone carrying a signboard behind us! That’s what we would have if we were in contention.


Like many caddies, Abe referred to his golfer as “we” when things were going well. After a good drive he would say, “We’re right down the middle. Yessir, we’re right down the goddam pike.” In adversity, the first person “we” was dropped and the second and third person would appear. A caddy would say after gazing at a duck hook: “You’re dead. You’re off there way to the left.” Or in reminiscing to another caddy after a day’s round, he would shift gears in mid-sentence: “So we’re right down the fairway, lying one, and what does he do but hit it fat.”


When we got to the inland holes the deer were moving—materializing in the shadows of the eucalyptus trees, occasionally bounding in quick long stiff-legged leaps across the fairways. Abe said that one year a whole herd of them had idled across the fairway in front of Tommy Bolt, one of the most tempestuous and colorful players on the tour.


“I reckon every deer on the peninsula lined up and passed in front of Bolt,” Abe said. “He got good and red in the ears waiting for them, and finally he shouted, ‘Hey, get those marshals outa there!’”


It was dark when we got in. Our starting time in the tournament was 10:10 the next morning. Abe said that he would come and fetch me very early for some work on the practice tee. He told me to get a good rest.


A friend at the lodge had seen the two of us walk in from the course. “Who’s that little guy with you?” he asked.


“My caddy,” I said.


“You’re in trouble. He doesn’t look like he can lift a golf ball, much less a bag. And what are those noises he makes?”


“He wheezes somewhat,” I said, “but he gets around O.K. Hell, he’s a professional furniture mover.”


“What does he carry, tea tables?” my friend asked. “You remember Ogden Nash’s caddy—the one who had chronic hiccups, hay fever, whistled through his teeth, and who had large shoes that squeaked?”


“Yes,” I said.


“Well, that’s your caddy.”


“Not Abe. Not good Abe,” I said. “He’s been on these courses for thirty years. You wait,” I said. “You just wait.”















CHAPTER 5
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The first evening at the Del Monte Lodge was very lively, with the sort of self-generated excitement that turns up on the eve of any great sporting event. The bars were crowded; the amateurs were there in full force. Many of them, like myself, had promised themselves to rest up for the event the next day and get to bed early, but the drumbeats from the band and the laughter drifting across the Del Monte compound had attracted them like moths, and they circulated about aimlessly and content in that assault of sound.


I saw Dave Marr, the PGA champion, at a corner table. He waved me over. I had met him a few times in New York, and he motioned me to a seat with a big grin. There were three or four other golfers at the table.


“What have they handicapped you?” he asked.


“I have a good sloppy 18 handicap,” I said, “that isn’t going to bother anyone.”


I ordered a drink.


“He probably plays to a 3,” one of the golfers said.


“No, I’m really very bad,” I said. “I have this problem with my golf. I have these wayward thoughts that pop into my mind at moments of crisis on the course—images quite apart from golf.”


Well, what sort of thoughts, they wanted to know.


I told them, somewhat haltingly, about the retired Japanese Navy officers and the great structure they tried to control, and the dissolutes at the joints with their half-pints of rye. The golfers stared at me uneasily.


“Where does all that stuff come from?” Marr asked.


“Well, I guess from those World War II films about the Pacific fighting—those scenes of the Japanese admirals very smug in the control towers of their battleships… and then suddenly the trap is sprung and the water splashes up against the windows from the shell bursts. They rock back and forth and look confused… and frightened. Remember?”


“Oh yes.”


I asked if their concentration was ever upset by such wayward thoughts?


Well, yes, they said, but they weren’t harassed by any such thoughts as those I had just described. Japanese admirals! However, they would admit to inner voices that cajoled and murmured encouragement. Dave Marr said that, as he stood over his putt on the 16th green during the PGA Championship he won at Laural Valley in 1965, clear as a bell he heard his baby’s voice call, “Careful, Daddy, careful!” just as the baby did when he was being tossed joyfully in the air, roughhousing at home. Marr, hearing his son’s voice, was careful—so careful that his putt ended up short. He two-putted from there. When Jack Nicklaus chipped in a remarkable shot on the 17th and came within two strokes of Marr’s lead, the childish voice disappeared, to Marr’s relief, and in its place a somewhat more aggressive voice began to cajole, “Don’t let him in, dammit, just lock the guy out”—which Marr was able to do on the last hole to win his championship.


Marr went on to say that what good golfers usually see in their mind’s eye is not the actual process they must go through to hit the ball, which is what the average golfer sees, but where the ball is going to end up.


“When you’re playing at your best,” Marr said, “you look down at the ball on the tee and you see the fairway and the spot out there where your shot’s going to land. It’s almost like looking at those score cards that have a map of each hole, with the play of the hole marked in dotted lines. What you see is the dotted line. Of course, if you’re playing bad, what you see are the woods and the traps, Marlboro Country, and more often than not, if that’s what you’re thinking, that’s where your shot is going to end up.”


The golfers nodded.


I told them about my premonition that a large insect would suddenly appear on my golf ball just as I was bringing my club down.


“A what?”


“A bug,” I said. “Maybe a beetle.”


The golfers winced slightly.


“Man, what a thing to suggest! You hang around the tour long enough,” one of them said, “and get us golfers worrying about things like bugs, and no one’s going to come close to hitting the ball a foot. You’re dangerous, man, too dangerous.”


“Well, I don’t know,” I said.


“Just don’t tell us too many things like that,” he said.


“Who’s your partner?” one of them wanted to know.


“Bob Bruno.”


“Well, he’s tall,” someone said.


“Yes, I’ve heard that,” I said. “That’s about all I hear about him.”


“A lot of potential there,” the golfer across from me said. “He could be a very fine player, a very much better one, if he could retain his composure.”


“His what?” I asked.


“Well, his difficulties with golf sometimes get the better of him. You’re likely to find out. He’s got a temper like a rooster.”


“Yes,” said Marr. “Particularly if those Japanese Navy people of yours get out of hand and your game goes to pot.”


Someone said, “When his self-control goes—fireworks!”


I must have looked concerned.


“Maybe it won’t happen—I mean, his flying out of hand,” Marr said. “Partner him well, help him with maybe six, seven strokes a side, and the two of you will get along just fine.”


“Well, that’s comforting to hear,” I said.
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