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Introduction

WHEN I FIRST began covering golf in 1993, my vision of the United States Golf Association was pretty similar to the description once offered by Lee Trevino of the typical USGA officer: “Get yourself a blue blazer and some dandruff and you can be a part of the USGA, too.” To me, the USGA was a bunch of rich guys with gold buttons, putting on the U.S. Open at gorgeous country clubs filled with their fellow patricians.

My stereotype received a jolt on the last day of the Open in 1994 at Oakmont. The heat in Pittsburgh that week was brutal, the humidity on the golf course thick enough to peel.

On the final afternoon, I was searching for shade—there was none—on the 11th hole when I noticed Grant Spaeth, a onetime USGA president who was on the golf course as a walking rules official. His blue USGA shirt and tie were completely soaked through, and he looked even more miserable than I felt.

“You know,” I said to Spaeth, “it might help you guys a little bit if you wore white shirts instead of that blue.”

Spaeth shook his head. “No, can’t do that,” he said. “At the USGA we like to think of ourselves as a blue-collar organization.”

Now that was funny.

At that moment, I liked the USGA a little bit more.

As time went on, I found other reasons to like the USGA. One was Frank Hannigan, the former senior executive director of the organization. I have often described Hannigan as my favorite curmudgeon. He can find darkness in the sun, treachery in the sale of Girl Scout cookies. He is also as bright as they come, generous with his time and his ideas, and in spite of his inexplicable fascination with the NBA, one of my favorite people.

It was Hannigan who figured out how to get the U.S. Open played at Shinnecock, and it was the Open at Shinnecock that led to the Open at Bethpage Black. It was also Hannigan who decided to promote David B. Fay over several others to the number two position in the USGA and Hannigan who pushed for Fay’s hiring as his successor in 1989 when many on the executive board wanted to go outside and hire a “name.”

Fay looks like he would fit comfortably into a USGA blazer. He often wears a bow tie and he was educated at Colgate and Stanford. But he’s also the son of a steamship captain who grew up as a caddy and played most of his teenage golf at a nine-hole municipal course. He only wears the bow tie because he has a penchant for spilling food—usually from a greasy-spoon diner because that’s where he’s most comfortable—on the expensive ties his wife buys him.

Meeting Fay was something of a revelation to me. One of the first things he said to me was, “I love golf, enjoy its traditions as much as anyone, but if you don’t love baseball you have no soul.”

My kind of guy. It was Fay who first decided that making caddies wear long pants in 90-degree weather was foolish, putting them in shorts for the 1998 Open. “I wouldn’t care if the players wear shorts when it’s that hot,” he said, no doubt sending a tremor through the entire golf establishment.

Fay is, if nothing else, unorthodox. It was that sense of wanting to be different that led him to Bethpage. He believed the USGA needed to make some sort of statement about the importance of public golf, that it needed to get away from always staging its signature championship at havens for the very rich. He remembered the Black Course from his days as a kid and went to check on it one cold afternoon in November and came away convinced that it could be great again.

The Duke of York, credited by many with introducing golf in Great Britain, brought the game to the United States. He and his friend Thomas Powell supposedly played golf on the land that would later become Bethpage State Park in 1688. Powell, who purchased the tract of land that came to become known as Bethpage, also gave it the name.

As the area grew, it went through name changes—for a while it was called Central Park, long before Manhattan’s Central Park came into existence—and was passed to Powell’s heirs and eventually was bought early in the twentieth century by a railroad tycoon named Benjamin F. Yoakum. It was Yoakum who developed Lenox Hills, first as a housing development and then as a private golf club.

Yoakum died in 1929, shortly after the stock market crashed. As part of the Works Progress Administration program created by the government for the purpose of putting people back to work, the Yoakum estate was leased and later purchased by the state of New York. It was Robert Moses who proposed the idea of building a state park on the Yoakum estate. The name Lenox Hills was changed to Bethpage Golf Club and it was opened to the public—much to the horror of the membership at Lenox Hills, which sought an injunction preventing the sale of the land to the state. The injunction was denied, and eventually, the project went forward.

When the new club opened to the public in 1932, an 18-hole round cost a dollar on weekdays, two dollars on weekends. The course was so popular that Moses began making plans to build others. Within four years, three new courses had been built. Moses’ masterstroke was to hire the renowned golf course architect A. W. Tillinghast to design two of the courses—the Red and the Black. To this day there is controversy about just how involved Tillinghast was in the project and just why the Black took shape as it did. There are stories claiming that Tillinghast and Moses fell out before the project was finished, thus explaining why the routing of the course and the bunkering of the course look very much like other Tillinghast designs but the greens do not. Some people speculate that Tillinghast made the greens smaller and easier because the course was part of a public park and he didn’t want it to be too difficult. But given that there were three other courses at the time, the Black was clearly built to be the most challenging.

Most recently, Joseph Burbeck, the son of the park’s first superintendent, David Burbeck, has claimed that it was his father who actually designed the Black Course, that Tillinghast disappeared from the project soon after it began. Joseph Burbeck was four when the clubhouse had its official opening in 1935, and there are pictures of him alongside his father, formally opening the lock to the front door of the new building.

No one disputes the elder Burbeck’s importance in the development of the park or that he played a major role in getting the golf courses constructed. But most Bethpagers will always see the Black as one of Tillinghast’s masterpieces. From the day it opened in 1936, it was considered one of the great public golf courses and one of the best layouts anywhere. But as the years went by, even though golfers always talked about it, the course began to fade away. Lack of funds, lack of interest on the part of the state, and the constant pounding the course took because of all the play on it—even with no golf carts allowed—had beaten it down into a state of sad disrepair when David Fay had his crazy idea.

Fay’s staff had serious doubts. “You could see the genius in the routing,” Mike Davis, one of Fay’s key lieutenants, said. “But, God, was it in horrible condition. I mean truly horrible. Part of me thought that David was out of his mind. But the look on his face that day told me that didn’t matter. He wanted to do this. It was up to [assistant executive director] Mike Butz and me to figure out how to get it done.”

It took a great deal of cajoling and wheedling and politicking for Fay to get the USGA executive board to go along. He put himself on the line, because if the event had failed in any way it would have been seen as his failure. One can see the easy headlines now: FAY’S FOLLY. Instead, it will go down as FAY’S LEGACY.

It was Fay at the beginning but so many others along the way. Perhaps that’s what gave me the idea for this book. It struck me that the Open at the Black would be like no other because it was a public golf course; because the “membership” of this club consisted of the state of New York and thousands of public golfers. This was the largest Open ever staged in every way—most fans, most corporate tents, most sprawling venue, longest legal contract, most pretournament meetings—everything.

With the help of Fay first and then his remarkably patient staff later, I have attempted here to explain what it is like to put on an Open and what it was like to put on this Open. We all have a sense of what happens in a major championship on the golf course because television does an excellent job of showing us the players and their shot-making. What I have attempted to do here is show you how they got there; the work that goes into the golf course to look the way it does; what goes on behind the scenes in the days and months leading up to the championship and then during the event itself.

That’s not to say this book isn’t about golfers. After all, Mike Butz, Fay’s number two man, likes to say, “When you sort it all out, the bottom line is that the U.S. Open is about 156 guys trying to win a championship.” All the hours of work that go into making the Open what it is don’t matter if nobody plays. You will read here about a lot of those 156 guys, ranging from Tiger Woods to Felix Cases (who finished 155th because one player withdrew after the first round). You will also read about some of the 8,468 who entered the Open in 2002 who didn’t make it to Bethpage. Among them were past Open champions, rising young stars, and top amateurs. Also among them were thousands of players who are symbolized in many ways by my brother Bobby, who at the age of forty earned the right to play in an Open qualifier for the first time in his life. Bobby didn’t make it through his local qualifier—most players don’t—but being able to claim that he was part of the Open, even as a participant in a local, had great meaning for him.

Which is why it is called the Open. Tiger Woods can play and so can my brother. And thousands in between.

This is a book about all of them and about the people who make it possible for the Open to take place. To most golf fans, the symbol of this Open will always be Woods, holding the championship trophy, adding another major title notch to his belt.

To me, the symbol of this Open will always be Dave Catalano, the man who runs Bethpage State Park, standing on the 18th green a few feet from Woods with a huge smile on his face, clearly filled with pride because of what everyone associated with his park had accomplished.

“I was thinking,” he said, “that a lot of people who said a bunch of state employees could never pull this off had been proven just a little bit wrong. I was thinking, hey, everyone, guess what—we did it!”

Indeed they did. All of them—from the blue blazers at the USGA (and there are some of them) to the state employees—gave body and soul to make the Open at the Black happen.

What follows is the story of how they did it.
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Like No Other Open

AS SOON AS he saw the policeman standing in the middle of the road, waving him to a stop, Scott McCarron knew he had made a mistake. He had decided that morning to let his wife use the courtesy car that the United States Golf Association had provided him for the week of the 2002 U.S. Open. Jennifer was going into Manhattan, and McCarron thought she would be better off in an SUV.

McCarron took the smaller rental car to the golf course. But as he pulled up to the policeman, he remembered that his Contestant Parking sticker was in the SUV. Like everyone else who had already set foot on the grounds of Bethpage State Park, McCarron knew that security at this Open was unlike security at any other Open. Bethpage is located smack in the middle of Long Island, only thirty-five miles from Ground Zero.

Neither the USGA nor the New York State Police were taking any chances. For the first time in history, the Open was being played at a true public facility, one owned not by a corporation but by a state agency. Bethpage Black was one of five golf courses located inside Bethpage State Park. It was open to anyone with thirty-one dollars and a great deal of patience. Both the tenant for the week—the USGA—and the owner—New York State—wanted the event to go off without a hitch or a glitch, and certainly without any kind of serious incident.

The atmosphere at the Open was best described on Monday morning, the first day the public was allowed onto the grounds, by Tony Zirpoli, a USGA employee who had once been a schoolteacher in the Fort Apache area of the South Bronx. He knew all about tough neighborhoods and police presence, but by the time he made it from his hotel to the clubhouse early on Monday morning, Zirpoli had learned something new. “I think now I know what it must have been like going through Checkpoint Charlie,” he said, referencing the Berlin border crossing from East Germany to West Germany during the Cold War era.

Now, McCarron was approaching Checkpoint Charlie without his papers—specifically, his parking pass. He did have his player ID, as did his caddy, Ryan Scott, who was with him. He had golf clubs with his name on them and any other ID the police might want.

“I knew,” he said, “it was going to take a while to get to the clubhouse—if I was lucky.”

With his player ID and numerous mea culpas, he managed to get through the first two checkpoints. At the third, though, with nirvana—the parking lot—in sight, the policeman told him he would have to check with the state police command center before letting him pass. The policeman was apologetic. “Scott, I know who you are,” he said. “But I gotta check.”

Finally, word came back: McCarron could park the unstickered car in the lot today. If he showed up in it again the next day, he would be turned away. McCarron offered his thanks and promised not to make the same mistake twice. He was about to drive away when the policeman stopped him again. “Scott, before you go, can I just ask you one thing?” he said.

McCarron sighed, prepared to sign an autograph or perhaps be lectured once again about why security had to be so tight. But he had no choice. “Sure,” he said. “What’s up?”

“I was just wondering,” the policeman said, a bit hesitant. “On number three . . . have you been trying to land the ball short of the flagstick and hope it rolls up? Or are you playing to the back of the green? I never know how to play that hole. If I land short, the ball dies, and I have a long, long putt. If I go for the back, if I miss it just a little, it rolls over, and then I’m dead. What do you do?”

McCarron stifled a laugh and explained that he was hoping to land short of the flagstick and get a bounce close to the hole. If not, he’d take a par happily and move to the fourth tee.

“Yeah, that sounds good,” the cop said, a huge smile on his face. “Nothing wrong with par on this golf course, right?”

“You got it,” McCarron said, saying a final thank-you and, at last, wheeling his car into the player lot.

As he and Scott were pulling his clubs out of the trunk, McCarron thought about that conversation. “I realized,” he said, “that this had to be the first U.S. Open in history where the cops guarding the golf course had actually played it more often—a lot more often probably—than the players in the event had played it.

“There’s never been a U.S. Open where you could say that before. In fact, there’s never been an Open anything like this before.”

Not even close.

It began on a cold November day in 1994 with a late afternoon walk.

David B. Fay, the executive director of the USGA, was meeting his wife at a dinner party on Long Island and found himself with some extra time. His drive from the USGA offices in New Jersey hadn’t taken as long as he had anticipated, and on a whim as much as anything else, he decided to make a stop at Bethpage State Park.

Like almost anyone who had played golf in the metropolitan New York area, Fay was familiar with Bethpage. He had grown up north of Westchester, in the town of Tuxedo Park, and had spent his boyhood working at the tony Tuxedo Club as a caddy, on the grounds crew, and in the golf shop. On Mondays, as at most private clubs, the employees got to play the golf course. The rest of the time when he wanted to play golf, Fay did so at a nine-hole municipal course called Central Valley. It was there that he first heard people talk about Bethpage, specifically the legendary Black Course, the one with the sign on the first tee that read, “The Black Course Is an Extremely Difficult Course Which We Recommend Only for Highly Skilled Golfers.”

By the time he was in high school, Fay knew he had to see the Black for himself. As a teenager with a single digit handicap, he and three friends made the drive south into Queens and then east onto Long Island. They arrived at Bethpage before dawn, knowing that was the only way to ensure a tee time. If you wanted to play one of the other four golf courses in the park, you could come later. Not so for the Black.

“Even back then it was a little beat up,” Fay said, talking about the mid-1960s. “With all the play they got out there and with not much money being spent on upkeep, it looked the way most munis look. But it was still a fantastic golf course. Hard, really hard.”

Fay and friends made the trip once or twice a summer during high school and college. Fay ended up going to Colgate, where he walked onto the golf team—he was a two-handicapper by then—let his hair grow long, and returned summers to work at Tuxedo. He did spend part of one summer working on the S.S. United States, a job arranged for him by his father, a steamship captain. Fay was supposed to go to staterooms when the ride got a bit too rough and clean up after the passengers. Midway through the summer, he thanked his father for the opportunity and went back to work at the golf club.

After college, Fay leapfrogged jobs until landing at the USGA in 1978. By 1989, he had become the executive director. “In the back of my mind, almost from the day I took the job at the USGA, was the notion that someday I’d like to see the Open played on a real public golf course,” he said. “I wasn’t thinking Pebble Beach, which is a place for the rich, but a place where the guys who played were like the guys I grew up around at Central Valley. But for a long time, it was nothing more than a pipe dream, there was no tangible plan in my mind at all.”

Bethpage had been on the USGA’s radar screen in the past—but not as an Open site. In the mid-1980s, Frank Hannigan, Fay’s predecessor and mentor, who had grown up playing municipal golf courses on Staten Island, had thought Bethpage would be a good place to hold the U.S. Public Links championship. The Pub Links is one of thirteen championships the USGA conducts every year and is open to amateur players with handicaps of eight or lower who do not hold membership in any private club. As you might expect, it is held at public venues each year. Hannigan, who had taken over the USGA in 1983, thought the Black Course was a natural to host the Pub Links, and he opened negotiations with the state of New York to bring the event there.

But in 1985, Hannigan and Tom Meeks, a member of the USGA’s rules and competition committee, were invited to play an outing at the Black. They came away from the day with serious concerns: the golf course was in far worse condition than they had imagined. There were other problems, too. Everywhere they looked there were signs that said “Welcome to Chuck Workman’s Bethpage Black.” Workman was the golf pro at Bethpage, and he had literally put his signature all over the golf course. “Every bench on every tee box, it was there,” Meeks remembered. “It was as if the actual name of the golf course was Chuck Workman’s Bethpage Black. I remember saying to Frank that day that I thought we were going to have problems getting this contract done.”

If there was any hope left to bring the Pub Links to the Black, it died when Meeks took a phone call from someone working for the state Department of Parks in Albany. The state needed to know how the greens fees—then twenty-three dollars—for the event would be handled: Would the USGA pay or would the players themselves pay?

Meeks, who is never speechless, was about as close as he gets. “No one is going to pay a greens fee,” he said when he finally found his voice. “This is a national championship being conducted. There are no greens fees.”

On a New York State-owned facility there are always greens fees, Meeks was told. Meeks hung up the phone, walked into Hannigan’s office, and told him he didn’t see any way this was going to get done. Hannigan agreed. The notion of the Pub Links at the Black died there.

Four years later, the Black Course did host a golf tournament: the Met Open, which is put on annually by the MGA. The executive director of the MGA then, as now, was Jay Mottola, who also happens to be David Fay’s oldest friend.

“We probably first played together in the cradle,” Mottola said. “Our parents were friends, and we’ve known each other for as long as either of us can remember.”

In fact, they were high school teammates in basketball (Mottola went on to be a star at Lafayette and spent several years as a college coach, assisting, among others, future Maryland coach Gary Williams when Williams was at American University) and in golf and worked together at the Tuxedo Club. On at least one occasion, they made the trip to Long Island together to play the Black.

Taking the Met Open to the Black was no small thing. Traditionally, it had been played at some of the famous posh private clubs that dot the area, like Winged Foot and Baltusrol, both traditional U.S. Open sites. Like the USGA, Mottola found himself confronted with the greens fee issue.

“We aren’t the USGA, we aren’t conducting a national championship,” Mottola said. “We were able to work out a compromise with the state: we would pay greens fees for the Pro-Am and for one of the three days of actual competition. For whatever reason, that worked for them and it worked for us.”

And so, in 1989, the Met Open went to the Black, the first time it had been played at a public facility. One of the competitors in the Met that year was George Zahringer, a top amateur player from the area. Zahringer had been a private course guy most of his life. His family had belonged to Westchester Country Club when he was a boy growing up in Rye, New York, and thanks to a successful career on Wall Street, he belonged to Deepdale Country Club on Long Island and Stanwych Country Club in Greenwich, Connecticut. Deepdale isn’t that far from Bethpage, but, as Fay puts it, “the two places don’t play home and home a lot.”

In short, Zahringer had never seen Bethpage. He had heard about it, knew about the legendary sign and about players sleeping in their cars to get tee times. Even so, he wasn’t prepared for what he found when he first set foot on the Black.

“Whatever I had heard about it couldn’t begin to do justice to the real thing,” he said. “It was sensational, just spectacular. Sure, it was beat up. But to me, it was like looking at a great house that’s fallen into disrepair. You could see that the bones were there. It just struck me right away.”

Mottola was reminded as he watched the tournament go on how special the Black was. That winter, playing in a foursome during a USGA outing in Florida that included Fay and two members of the executive board, Reg Murphy and Jerry Stahl, Mottola brought up the subject of the Black.

“I remember saying they ought to take a look at it again someday, and not for the Pub Links,” he said. “I knew Reg and Jerry didn’t know much about it, but David did. I didn’t make a big deal of it, but I brought it up to at least get it into David’s thinking, if only just a little bit.”

Fay certainly respected his old pal’s opinions, but he didn’t really give any serious thought to that conversation until he received a letter from Zahringer. Neither man is certain exactly when Zahringer wrote to Fay, and Fay, one of the world’s worst record keepers, no longer has a copy of the letter. But both remember the gist of the message: Give the Black some serious thought as a future Open site.

“The Black,” Fay remembers Zahringer writing, “is as good as it gets. There is genius in the design.”

People are constantly letting Fay know about unknown gems that the USGA needs to consider. But this was a little bit different. Fay respected Zahringer both as a good player and as someone who understood golf and golf courses. Plus, he knew the Black well from his younger days, even though he hadn’t been there for years.

“It was one of those letters you read twice,” he said later. “It wasn’t as if I started thinking seriously about going there that day or even thought about it very often. But I did think to myself, I wonder if . . .”

Two phone calls kept the Black on Fay’s brain: one came from Zahringer, following up on his letter. The second came from Mottola in the fall of 1994 after the MGA had conducted another of its championships—The Ike—at the Black. “Jay just wanted to remind me that the Black was still out there and still worthy of consideration,” Fay said. “Again, it wasn’t as if I jumped out of my chair and said, I’ve got to go see the Black for myself, but it did simmer, just as the letter from George did. These were two guys whose opinions I respected telling me that the Black was still an extraordinary test of golf and if I was looking somewhere down the line to do something a little different with the Open, I should at least take a look at it at some point.”

That point arrived sooner than Fay had thought it might when he found himself driving on the Southern State Parkway on that chilly November day with time to spare and the exit for Bethpage State Parkway looming ahead. Why not? he thought to himself and swung the car onto the exit ramp and in the direction of the park.

Ten minutes later, he pulled into the parking lot. It was late afternoon, it was blustery, and it was November, but there were still cars in the lot and golfers on the golf courses. He knew from experience that the last group would have teed off the Black a couple of hours earlier because it would be dark by shortly after five o’clock and people didn’t like to play nine-hole rounds there since the 10th tee was about as far from the clubhouse as you can get.

He parked his car and walked around the old clubhouse, built in the 1930s as part of the WPA project that had funded the park, and three of the current five golf courses. He didn’t want to go into the clubhouse or the pro shop because he didn’t want to bump into Workman, who would recognize him and wonder what he was doing there. He knew he was unlikely to be spotted by anyone else and that the first tee would be empty with only about an hour of daylight left.

“I’ve always enjoyed sneaking onto golf courses,” he said. “We did it all the time when I was a kid, and for years, a friend of mine and I traditionally played our first round of the spring at Canoebrook [a posh club near Fay’s home in Summit, New Jersey]. We would park in a corner of the lot, jump on the south course, and if anyone said anything to us we were prepared to just say, Oh, this isn’t Summit Municipal? We must have taken a wrong turn.”

Fay didn’t have any golf clubs and he had no intention of playing. All he wanted to do was take a look-around stroll. He glanced at the famous sign and looked down from the elevated first tee at the first fairway. He stuck his hands in his pockets and started walking. He wasn’t interested in the condition of the golf course at that moment nor in reminiscing about the rounds he had played there as a teenager. What he was trying to do was put himself in the shoes of the top pros and try to see what they might see, walking the golf course.

“If I’m good at anything, it is making myself into the player that’s going to be playing a course when I look at it,” he said. “It doesn’t matter even a little bit how I would play the golf course or what I would find appealing or unappealing about it. What mattered in this case was how Nick Price [then the number one player in the world] would play it.”

Fay walked down number one, veering right at the dogleg and pausing on the green. He remembered then that the least impressive part of the Black was the greens—most were relatively small and flat—unlike those on other courses created by A. W. Tillinghast, the famous architect who had designed the Black.

Hardly overwhelmed by number one, Fay walked off the green and crossed Round Swamp Road to the second tee. A tunnel for golfers runs under Round Swamp, but it occurred to Fay that at a U.S. Open spectators would have to cross the road since it would be impossible to funnel all of them through the underground passage. He also knew that there was another point on the golf course (between 14 green and 15 tee) where everyone came back across the road.

“Right away, I saw problems,” he said. “To begin with, I wasn’t all that impressed with number one as a championship-level hole. But that was okay. On most golf courses the first hole is pretty ordinary. But when I walked across Round Swamp I was thinking that any notion of holding an Open there would go straight out the window if you couldn’t get the road closed down for the entire week. I figured regardless of anything else, that was going to be a major hurdle.”

Fay walked to the second tee and down the relatively short par-four and up onto the elevated green. Another okay hole. He turned right and paused on the third tee. From there he saw a par-three that most pros would play with a middle iron. Not a bad hole—there was some deep bunkering around the green and trouble behind it—but still nothing that would make him think this was a place to bring the U.S. Open.

Fay circled the third green and walked down the hill leading to the fourth tee. Starting to feel a bit chilled, he walked onto the tee of the first par-five on the golf course and came to a dead stop.

“That’s when I knew,” he said. “Right there, it hit me. It all came back.”

The fourth tee at the Black is one of those magic golf places that golfers talk about forever. It isn’t as scenic as the 18th tee at Pebble Beach or the ninth at Turnberry because there’s no water anywhere in sight. It isn’t as daunting as the 17th at the TPC at Sawgrass or as historic as the Road Hole at St. Andrews.

But it is breathtaking, with Tillinghast’s famous cross bunkers in front of you, an elevated fairway on the other side of them, and trees left and right to make you pay for a mistake. For a golf hole built in the 1930s, it stands up remarkably well to the technology of today. Even a perfect drive leaves a top player with decisions to make about how to play his second shot. That comes later, though. On the tee, one just stands there and pays homage to Tillinghast.

Now, Fay thought, I get it. Now I understand what Zahringer and Mottola are talking about. He walked the length of the fourth, glancing at all the trouble that loomed behind the green for an overly aggressive player, then walked back several steps to the fifth tee. Another signature hole, a difficult par-four with trouble left and right for any kind of wayward drive or second shot.

Fay is not an emotional or overly sentimental man. Having survived a serious bout with cancer at the age of thirty-six, he doesn’t take anything about golf or his job all that seriously. The only sport that truly gets a rise out of him is baseball, his boyhood passion for the New York Yankees still intact. Now, though, he was excited.

By the time he reached the fifth green, it was almost dark, and he was in serious danger of being late for his party. Since the 12th hole runs directly behind the sixth tee, he made his way up 12, remembering it as one of the most difficult par-fours he had ever played. He crossed the road again and walked up 15—another bear of a par-four—and then made his way back to the clubhouse. He took note of the natural amphitheater around the par-three 17th and remembered that 18 was not an overwhelming finishing hole. Still, he had seen enough.

“It was a long, long way from being anywhere close to reality,” he said. “But I can remember getting back into the car thinking that this was doable. I mean, there were about a million ifs, but the potential was there. It was a great golf course. That’s always going to be the ultimate question—is it a golf course worthy of a United States Open? If the answer’s no, you walk away no matter what else may come into play. If the answer’s yes, then you have to go and find out what else is in play. I knew there would be a lot to overcome.

“But I thought I knew the answer to the most important question: Was the Black a U.S. Open golf course? In my heart, I was absolutely convinced that day that the answer was yes.”
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Tony’s Bridge

IF DAVID FAY had taken his walk around Bethpage Black in 1974 or even in 1984, he could have seen exactly the same golf course, been just as impressed, and yet, realistically, would have walked back to his car thinking, well, it might have been nice to put on an Open here, it’s just not something we can do.

One of the reasons for that thinking would have been money. The USGA was a much smaller organization in the ’70s and ’80s than in the ’90s or today, and even though it is nonprofit now as it was then, it simply didn’t have the kind of funds available that it has now.

But money would not have been the most pressing issue. Until 1986, the USGA was in charge of the U.S. Open, but it only played a role in actually putting it on. The way it worked was this: The USGA would select a course to host an Open and reach an agreement with the club. Most contracts were straightforward: the USGA got 65 percent of the gate, the host club 35 percent plus any sales it made on clubhouse badges and most (87.5 percent) of the program sales. The USGA got all the TV revenue and concession money. The club pro would run the merchandizing operation, and any profit was his to keep. The club appointed a general chairman from its membership, and he put together the various committees that ran the championship, ranging from marshals to player hospitality to housing for players, media, and officials.

In short, the USGA ran the Open inside the ropes, the host club ran it outside the ropes.

That began to change in the early 1980s. In 1978, the executive board had decided to shake up the leadership of its staff. The man in charge of the day-to-day operation at the time was P. J. Boatwright, a legendary golf figure who was far more interested in running golf championships than in being an administrator. Frank Hannigan by then had grown tired of office life and had arranged it so he still made the TV deals and played a major role in golf course selection but left the rest to others. His place as full-time assistant to the executive director had been taken by John Laupheimer. The board decided someone needed to be in charge, so it created the job of senior executive director. It gave the job to Harry Easterly, a former USGA president. Boatwright contented himself with running all the championships, and Hannigan continued in his part-time role.

Unfortunately, the new arrangement didn’t work out. Easterly was fired early in 1983, and the board all but begged Hannigan to succeed him, which Hannigan agreed to do in return for a substantial raise. But before all that occurred, Easterly did get one of his dreams put into motion: Shinnecock.

Easterly had always been a huge fan of Shinnecock Hills, the revered links course on the eastern end of Long Island, which had history, tradition, and the sort of layout that would make it different from any other place where the Open had ever been contested. Shinnecock had hosted an Open—in 1896. The world had changed considerably since then. No one argued Shinnecock’s pedigree or its ability to challenge the world’s best players. In fact, the USGA had staged a Walker Cup there in 1977, and both Easterly and Hannigan had come away convinced Shinnecock was one of the great tests of golf anywhere in the world. But hosting an amateur team match between the U.S. and Great Britain and Ireland was one thing. Hosting a U.S. Open was quite another.

The problem was logistics. Shinnecock is a seasonal golf club, open only from April to October, with a membership that isn’t around in the off-season. There was no central heating in the clubhouse. Most Shinnecock members considered it their second club, a summer playground they used while on vacation. That meant there was no membership base in place to form the committees necessary to run an Open. Easterly understood all this. So he went to Hannigan and said, “Isn’t there some way to take an Open to Shinnecock?”

Hannigan’s answer was a definite maybe. “We might be able to do it,” he said, “if we ran the whole thing ourselves.”

On March 2, 1981, Hannigan sent Easterly a ten-page single-spaced memo detailing exactly what would have to be done for the USGA to undertake an Open at Shinnecock. Hannigan had asked Fay, who was then the advance man on all USGA events, to do a detailed financial study of the 1980 Open, which had been held at Baltusrol in New Jersey, and compare it to how the finances would break down if the USGA went to a contract that was a straight rental with all risks and rewards falling in the lap of the USGA. Fay’s conclusion was direct: We’ll make money if we take over running the event. His conservative estimate was an extra $600,000 added to the bottom line. Armed with the Fay financial breakdown and the Hannigan memo detailing how each committee would be staffed, Easterly set up a meeting with Shinnecock board members. Offered the chance to host an Open with a guaranteed profit and almost no responsibility for the membership, Shinnecock accepted.

“Actually, the easy part was the staffing,” Hannigan said, years later. “Volunteers are vastly overrated. It meant doing some juggling and moving people into jobs they hadn’t done before. That wasn’t hard. I had no doubt we could run the championship. The hard part was dealing with the politics of eastern Long Island.”

Once Easterly and Hannigan had decided that the Open could be run in-house and sold the idea to Shinnecock, they had to sell it to the executive board. There was some skepticism, mostly about traffic and housing, but the board was willing to put Easterly and Hannigan out on a limb if they wanted to crawl out there. Shinnecock was offered a unique deal: the USGA would pay the club a straight rental fee of $400,000. Any profits—or losses—would be the USGA’s. The club agreed.

Late in the fall of 1983, Hannigan, who had succeeded Easterly as senior executive director the previous winter, called Tony Zirpoli into his office. Zirpoli had been with the USGA as an administrator since 1980. Prior to coming to the USGA, Zirpoli had supplemented his income as a junior high school social studies teacher by caddying at a Long Island club called the Creek during summers and on weekends. One of the members he became friendly with there was Joseph C. Dey, who had once been the USGA’s executive director. When things began to slide badly in the city school system in the late ’70s, Zirpoli asked Dey if he knew anyone in golf who might help him find work. Dey sent him to P. J. Boatwright, who had succeeded Dey as the USGA’s executive director in 1968, and Boatwright hired Zirpoli as an administrator working in the areas of amateur golf and public golf.

Hannigan wasn’t the least bit interested in Zirpoli’s skills as an administrator in either area when he called him into his office. “You’re a Long Island guy,” he said to him. “Take a drive out to Shinnecock and look around. Find out what we’re going to have to do and who we’re going to have to get to in order to do this.”

Zirpoli understood. Although Hannigan didn’t know it, he wasn’t just a Long Island guy—he was a Long Island guy with connections. He and his family had been friendly for years with Joe Margiotta, the longtime chairman of the Republican Party in Nassau County. Even though Shinnecock was in Suffolk County, Margiotta would know who Zirpoli needed to connect with and could help him connect.

It helped, too, that Zirpoli was friends with Peter Smith, the golf course superintendent at Shinnecock. Smith wasn’t just the superintendent at Shinnecock, he was a full-blooded Shinnecock Indian, and Hannigan knew that some of the parking that would be needed to put on the Open could be found on the Shinnecock Reservation.

So, shortly before Thanksgiving, Zirpoli took his Hannigan-ordered drive out Route 27 to Shinnecock. When he reported back to Hannigan he was straightforward: we need the college, we need the train station, and most important, we need a bridge.

The college in question was Southampton College, which was located directly across Route 27 from the golf club. There was also a train station there. The college could potentially be used for parking, as a staging area for shuttle buses, and if the Long Island Railroad would cooperate, as a dropping off point for fans who would come by rail. All of that could probably be negotiated with the various groups in question. The problem then was getting them from Southampton or the train station across Route 27 to the golf course. Stopping traffic to let thousands of golf fans cross the one road that connected the Hamptons to most of the outside world was simply out of the question. There was only one answer—a bridge. “Get it done,” Hannigan said.

Easier said than done. Margiotta was able to get Zirpoli to Suffolk County executive Peter Cohalan to plead his case. Cohalan had larger problems on his mind at the time than a bridge for the USGA, specifically the problems at the Shoreham Nuclear Power Plant, which was ready to come on-line and produce a much-needed new power supply but was being held up by environmental protests. Cohalan told Zirpoli to take his plan to the Commissioner of Public Works. Zirpoli did. The answer he got back was direct: No.

Zirpoli knew that no wasn’t going to fly with Hannigan and that without the bridge the number of tickets the USGA would be able to sell would probably be cut in half. Already, Hannigan was only planning to sell 14,500 tickets because of the potential housing and traffic problems. If the number went much lower than that, a financial disaster was possible.

Zirpoli knew that the USGA had no fallback position with only two years to go until the championship. But Cohalan didn’t know that. Zirpoli was able to finally get a face-to-face meeting with Cohalan. “Without the bridge,” he said, “we may not be able to hold the championship. It’s that important.”

Cohalan went back to his guy at Public Works. “Build it,” he told him.

The bridge was built. It had to be twenty-seven feet high at its apex so it would go over the train station as well as Route 27. When it was completed, some friends of Zirpoli made a small sign that they placed at one end of it: The Tony Zirpoli Memorial Bridge.

“I didn’t like the part,” he said, “about it being a memorial.”

Zirpoli was very much alive when the Open came to Shinnecock in 1986, and so was Hannigan. The other major hurdle was cutting a deal with the Shinnecocks on the parking. Even with the support of Smith, this wasn’t easy, either. After one meeting, Zirpoli reported back to Hannigan that he had been personally blamed for 300 years of racial subjugation.

“He accepted the blame,” Hannigan said, “and then got the deal done.”

The event was a huge success. Hannigan didn’t push the envelope too far, limiting ticket sales to 14,500 spectators daily. But that was more than enough to make the golf course look crowded and to ensure a considerable profit. Fans arrived by car, bus, and train. The bridge worked wonderfully, though most who used it never noticed the Zirpoli sign.

Most important, perhaps, almost everyone raved about the golf course, a true links setup unlike any other course the Open had been played on in the past. The players loved it. The fans loved it. TV loved it because it was so spectacularly visual. One of the few skeptics was four-time Open champion Jack Nicklaus, who was employed at the time as a part-time commentator for ABC. One of the reasons this arrangement existed was that Terry Jastrow, the executive producer of ABC’s golf telecasts, was Nicklaus’s partner in Nicklaus’s TV production company.

Nicklaus was riding about as high as possible coming into the Open that year, having just pulled off his miraculous victory at the Masters, becoming at age forty-six the oldest man in history to win the event. He didn’t play poorly at Shinnecock—he finished tied for eighth—but was not as enamored of the golf course as most others were. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that he lost a ball on the 10th hole on the first day—the first lost ball he could remember in his storied career. When he arrived in the ABC booth late Sunday for his stint, he told Jastrow and director Chuck Howard that he thought Shinnecock was overrated and intended to declare it a nice members course when asked about it on air.

To his everlasting credit, Jastrow immediately turned to Hannigan, who was also in the booth as the USGA liaison and rules expert, and asked him if he would like to debate Nicklaus on air on the merits of the golf course. Absolutely, Hannigan answered. At that point Nicklaus said, “Oh, let’s just forget about it.”

Raymond Floyd broke out of a remarkable eight-way tie on the back nine that afternoon and won the championship. Almost everyone talked about what a breakthrough it was to take the Open to a great links like Shinnecock and pull off the week with a minimum of logistical problems. Could the USGA have made more money by going to a more traditional venue, executing the old contract, and selling 25,000 tickets a day? Yes. But it still made a tidy profit at Shinnecock and was the toast of the golf world for going there.

The next day, at a USGA executive board meeting at the neighboring National Golf Links of America, the board voted a huge bonus package for the staff, to be distributed by Hannigan. When someone asked then-USGA president Bill Williams how the money would be divided up, Williams said, “That is strictly up to Frank.”

“We found out,” Fay said later, “that we could do a lot more ourselves than we had thought. And the more we did ourselves, the more freedom we had to try new things. And, potentially, down the road, there was the chance to make the Open bigger and better than it had ever been before.”

And more profitable.

All of which would lead, eventually, to Bethpage.

Shinnecock was a breakthrough. The golf course was so good it was made a part of the informal Open rota forever, returning in 1995 and due to return again in 2004. In 1995, confident that the logistics were now controllable, the USGA paid the club $2 million in rent and sold 22,500 tickets a day. For 2004, the numbers will be $5 million and 25,000 people.

“Harry Easterly, who could not have successfully put on a two-car funeral, deserves credit for wanting to go to Shinnecock. The vision was his. The execution was mine—with considerable help from Zirpoli. They’re getting five million bucks in ’04. You would think, by now, the SOBs would have offered to make Tony and me honorary members, wouldn’t you?”

As he spoke those words, Frank Hannigan giggled at both his audacity and lack of modesty. They are two of his more endearing traits. He loves to write, often sending long letters to friends describing his exploits and adventures. Sometimes he will break in while telling a story to say “Boy, was I good!” or to comment on the lack of education, social or literary, of one of his compatriots or competitors.

Hannigan turned seventy-one shortly before the Open came to Bethpage. He had left the USGA in 1989, but given that the work he had done at Shinnecock and his mentoring of David Fay played a large role in the event going there, one might have thought he would be on the grounds throughout the week, reveling in what he had wrought.

Not exactly.

“Background check!” he screamed when he learned that everyone with any kind of credential—staff, media, vendor—had to submit to a screening in the wake of 9/11. “I will not submit to a background check. I’m too damn old for that kind of crap. I’ll stay home and watch it on TV. Background check, my ass.”

Vintage Hannigan. To describe him as opinionated or obstreperous doesn’t begin to do him justice. Curmudgeon, which gets close, is incomplete. He will tell you quite proudly that he would much rather spend an evening at a Broadway show than at Shinnecock or Pebble Beach and will then explain why the least important people at a United States Open Championship are the players.

“They played the thing before Hogan and after Hogan, before Nicklaus and after Nicklaus, and believe it or not, before Tiger Woods and someday after Tiger Woods,” he will say. “Players, no matter how great, come and go. The championship lives on.” And then, just to prove he isn’t as eloquent as you might think, he will add, “Even if those stupid SOBs running the USGA do everything they can to fuck it up.”

Hannigan grew up on Staten Island, the son of a shipyard electrician who later became a member of the New York State Assembly. His first connection to sports came through his maternal grandmother, a Polish immigrant who loved the Brooklyn Dodgers and took him by ferry to Ebbets Field where she rooted for the Dodgers—except when Stan Musial came to town with the Cardinals.

Frank was a good baseball player, the best twelve-year-old (in his humble opinion) on Staten Island, but by the time he was fourteen he had skipped three grades and was too small to compete with his older classmates. “The only reason I was a good student was because my mother told me the better I did in school, the less I would have to go,” he said.

At fourteen, just when he was finding that baseball was passing him by, Hannigan’s family moved into a house near Silver Lake, a municipal golf course that cost fifty cents to play. He began playing and working there, cutting the grass and cutting holes while hitting balls in his spare time.

“I was fascinated by the whole scene,” he said. “I liked the golf, I liked working on the course, I liked the people I met there, so I spent a lot of time there.”

After graduating from high school shortly after turning sixteen, he ended up at Wagner College. Wagner was on Staten Island and not a financial burden on his parents, especially since he lived at home and made the thirty-minute commute by bus to school every day. He got a degree in English—“worthless,” he calls it now—and went to work at the local paper, The Staten Island Advance. He started in the pressroom, but thanks to his golf background was given the local golf beat when the paper’s longtime golf writer died.

He combined that job with some publicity work at his alma mater and some writing for trade magazines for several years (stories on breakthroughs in American Druggist were a specialty). On New Year’s Eve in 1960 he went to the old Madison Square Garden for the traditional triple-header that climaxed the then eight-team Holiday Festival. “Ohio State beat St. Bonaventure in the final,” he remembered. “Double overtime. Great game.”

On his way to the ferry that would take him home, he picked up an early New York Times in the ferry terminal and sat inside on the frigid winter night paging through the want ads, something he did on occasion. Under G was a small ad that said simply, Golf Editor Wanted. An employment agency’s name, phone number, and address were listed. Two days later, Hannigan presented himself in person at the employment agency. Impressed, the man behind the desk sent him directly to a five-story limestone building at 40 East 38th Street, where he was instructed to see Mr. Dey.

Joseph C. Dey was then executive director of the USGA, and he needed someone to edit the USGA’s bimonthly magazine; be curator of the small museum that was housed in the limestone building, and do a little public relations work, especially during the one championship that received serious media coverage, the U.S. Open. Back then, everyone at the USGA had more than one assignment, since there was a total of twenty employees. Today, there are close to three hundred.

Hannigan got the job at a salary of $7,500 a year but kept his golf-writing job with the Advance just in case things didn’t work out. His first Open was that summer at Oakland Hills, outside Detroit, the course where Ben Hogan had won in 1951 and famously declared, “I slayed the monster.” Gene Littler, that year’s champion, wasn’t nearly as well known as Hogan, but Hannigan did get to meet one of his literary heroes, Herb Wind, who was still working for Sports Illustrated at the time. When Hannigan introduced himself to Wind, he complimented him on a piece he had written that winter on Boston Celtics guard Bob Cousy.

“You know your stuff,” Wind told Hannigan. “That was a good piece.”

A lifelong friendship was born on the spot.

By the following year, Hannigan had been named tournament relations manager, which is a fancy way of saying he advanced the USGA’s events, getting to town early to help set up the golf course, find the needed volunteers, and deal with any and all logistics. In the case of the Open, that meant arriving on-site two months in advance. Three years later, several members of the PGA’s Player Relations Committee approached him about coming over to run the tour. This was before the players had broken away from the PGA of America to form the PGA Tour, and Hannigan decided he didn’t want to jump into that political mosh pit. Instead, he leveraged the PGA offer into a promotion to assistant executive director, a job he shared at the time with P. J. Boatwright. Three years later, when Dey left to become the first commissioner of the newly formed PGA Tour, Boatwright became the executive director and Hannigan was made his number two man.

The timing was perfect for Hannigan, who was now married—to Janet Carter, a graduate, as he proudly points out, of Yale Drama School—and had two young children. He was no longer an advance man. In fact, in 1965, he had been assigned to negotiate the Open’s TV contract, which had been with NBC for several years. Hannigan managed to get ABC to commit $60,000 a year for five years, beginning in 1966. He also insisted that it be written into the contract that ABC’s top two voices, Jim McKay and Chris Schenkel, would be part of the telecasts. It was the beginning of a twenty-nine-year relationship between the network and the USGA.

Hannigan’s other big project as assistant director was moving the USGA out of Manhattan. The five-story building on 38th Street was no longer big enough to house the rapidly growing organization, and prices in the city for real estate were oppressive. “I remember [then NFL commissioner] Pete Rozelle telling me you can’t be a big-time organization unless you are headquartered in New York,” Hannigan said. “I didn’t buy it.”

After a flirtation with Columbus, Ohio (where an insurance company was willing to give the USGA a golf course and the land for a new headquarters), Hannigan found—via a tip from the wife of the great course designer Robert Trent Jones—an old estate in Far Hills, New Jersey. The USGA purchased the estate and the grounds—sixty-two acres—for $450,000. It has since purchased the adjoining land—formerly owned by Cyrus Vance—and the building that was headquarters became the museum. Next to it is a sprawling four-story building that houses the current staff.

Hannigan almost left the USGA in 1978 when he didn’t get the senior executive job but stayed on because he enjoyed doing the TV work—on camera and off—and because he had cut a deal that allowed him to work away from the office most of the time. When Easterly was fired, he was quickly offered the job and took it. He was a controversial figure during his six years on the job: outspoken, quick-witted, and different from what most people were used to in those who ran golf organizations.

Hannigan was a liberal Democrat in a world of conservative Republicans. To this day, he likes to point out that he has never voted for a Republican in his life and that Fay, also a Democrat, has. “He voted for [Senator Jacob] Javitz when he lived in New York,” Hannigan likes to say derisively.

“Guilty,” admits Fay with a smile.

Hannigan and Fay became close friends during Hannigan’s tenure. In spite of Fay’s past political crimes, they had a similar view of the world; each was a little off center in his own way. Hannigan loves to quote literature, to the point where Fay often refers to him as Mencken Jr. Fay would rather quote Joe Torre, but both men have a similar view of golf and golfers: They respect both without revering either.

Fay came to the USGA in 1978 after two years as communications director for the Metropolitan Golf Association, a job he found after a brief, unproductive and—his word—boring career as an investment counselor. In 1979, shortly after he and his fiancée, Joan McAnaney, had set their wedding date for early June, Fay found out he had been promoted to Hannigan’s old tournament relations job—meaning he would be leaving for Toledo right after his wedding to advance that year’s U.S. Open at Inverness Country Club.

When Joan learned where her husband was going right after the wedding, she insisted on making a change in the wedding announcement that was to run in the local newspapers in Westchester. The last line of the announcement read, “The couple will honeymoon in Toledo.”

The marriage survived northwest Ohio and two years of USGA advance work before Fay, for all intents and purposes, threatened to quit if he wasn’t taken off the road. Eventually, Hannigan promoted him to assistant executive director, passing over several more experienced people to do so, and quietly began grooming him to take his place.

All of that hit a major snag late in 1985 when Fay was diagnosed with Burkitt’s lymphoma, an unusual and aggressive form of stomach cancer. Since Burkitt’s is often found in those of West African descent, Fay has often kidded that getting the disease was certainly a difficult way to learn that he may have had ancestors from the Ivory Coast. But the disease itself was no joke. Fay spent most of six months in a New Jersey hospital, large chunks of that period in isolation. It was a scary time. He was thirty-six, with daughters who were four and two. Hannigan, who gets queasy whenever he sets foot in a hospital, forced himself to visit on several occasions. He hated being there, he hated the way the chemo made Fay look, and he hated thinking about what the possible outcome of the illness might be.

Fay’s goal was to get out of the hospital in time for Shinnecock. The doctors had told him they thought the disease had been caught early enough so that with very aggressive treatment he could beat it. More than anything else, Fay’s concern during that period was about what would happen to Joan, Katie, and Molly if he wasn’t around.

“I’m not a big sentimentalist or anything,” he said. “I don’t sit around and say I’m blessed by this or blessed by that. But I wanted to live, and I wanted to be healthy.”

He did both. He left the hospital the day before the Open began at Shinnecock. A week later he was back. He had left too soon and he got sick again immediately—a fever attacked his weakened immune system. That meant another month in the hospital. He got out in July in time for the girls’ junior championships in Marysville, California, having lost a total of forty-five pounds. But this time he was out for good. He spent the week in Marysville eating Mexican food and ice cream and put sixteen pounds back on in seven days.

Three years later, Hannigan, having seen the Open at Shinnecock and his other prized location—the Country Club in Brookline, Massachusetts—decided he’d had enough of USGA politics. He accepted an offer to work at ABC full time, both as a writer and an on-air rules expert, and also made a deal to write for Golf Magazine. There were some on the executive committee who wanted to go outside the organization to hire his replacement. The headhunter that had been hired was pushing Tom Butters, the athletic director at Duke, who was a whiz at fund-raising. Hannigan still had the ear of people on the executive committee, though, and he insisted Fay should get the job.

Fay was chosen to succeed Hannigan early in 1989. He was completely recovered from the cancer, and he had a lot of ideas about changing the organization. And, based on what he had seen at Shinnecock, a lot of ideas about changing the U.S. Open.
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As Easy as . . . NBC

ALMOST FROM THE beginning, one of the keys to the USGA-New York State marriage was money. The USGA was willing to make enough of a financial commitment to the state that Governor George Pataki, facing an ongoing budget crisis, could easily make the case that the coming of the Open to Bethpage was a low-risk venture with huge potential as a moneymaker for the state parks system.

One of the reasons the USGA could make that sort of financial commitment was that it was flush. Even though it is a 501(c)3 nonprofit, tax-exempt organization, the USGA has increased in size and in revenue flow by leaps and bounds during the last twenty years. A quick look at the size of the staff is a tip-off to how the USGA has grown: in 1982, the first year anyone even bothered to keep a record, the USGA had 102 employees around the country. In 1990, that number had grown to 160. By 2000, the number was at 283—and counting.

“When I first came on board in 1990, we didn’t have a single lawyer working for us,” said Mark Carlson. “If we needed something done, we went to outside counsel or got a board member who was a lawyer to do it for us. Now, we have seven lawyers. Seven!”

“And we need every single one of them,” David Fay says quickly when the subject comes up.

According to Fay, one of the people responsible for the USGA’s financial growth in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries is Carlson. A small-town kid from western Pennsylvania who grew up in the shadow of Penn State, Carlson, who is now fifty-five, is passionate about Florida State football (he was the school’s sports information director for seven years); the Final Four (he worked at CBS for eight years); and protecting the interests of the USGA and the USGA’s TV partners (i.e., the networks that pay the USGA millions of dollars a year). He has a round face, white hair, and the easy smile and outgoing nature of a lifelong public relations man—which he is. Carlson joined the USGA thirteen years ago, about a week, he figures, before he was going to be let go by CBS Sports, where he had been the head of the PR department.

Back then, working with the USGA’s TV network, ABC, was a part of the PR department’s job. There really wasn’t that much to do. ABC had owned the USGA contract since 1966, and every few years, Sandy Tatum, an ex-USGA president, would fly in from his law offices in San Francisco, spend some time with the folks from ABC, and emerge with a new three- or four-year deal. Occasionally, someone inside the organization would raise the specter of putting the contract out for bid to CBS and NBC, but the idea would die very quickly and ABC would re-up again.

“It was very easy and very cozy,” Fay said. “But we were getting to the point where I was pretty sure it wasn’t the best thing in the world for us.”

Shortly after Carlson’s arrival at Golf House, Fay decided to free him of most of his PR duties and let him focus on television since he had network experience. ABC’s contract was due to expire at the end of 1994, and Fay wanted Carlson to put together a memo exploring the best way to maximize the USGA’s TV package.

At that point ABC was paying about $8 million annually for the rights to all USGA properties. The important one, of course, was the Open, but it also televised the Senior Open and the Women’s Open, and farmed the U.S. Amateur out to ESPN. “But the package wasn’t really worth $8 million, because we were still paying all the production costs on everything except the last two days of the Open,” Carlson said. “When you added that in, we were netting about $5 million from the package.”

Carlson eventually presented Fay with a fifty-six-page memo that was part history, part number crunching, and part battle plan. His conclusion, when Fay finally waded through all the paper, was direct: put this thing out to bid.

Fay and Carlson knew that getting a serious bid from CBS was unlikely. The network already owned the rights to two majors—the Masters and the PGA—but more importantly probably would not want to do anything that might possibly upset the Lords of Augusta, who always insisted on one-year contracts and kept CBS on a very short leash, knowing how important their product was to the network. Coming on the heels of CBS losing the NFL, there was almost no way the network was going to risk losing the Masters for what was no better than a one-in-three shot to get the Open.

“Which meant,” Carlson said, “the other player in the game almost certainly had to be NBC.”

For many years, golf had not really been a priority at NBC. It hadn’t owned the rights to a major championship since the early 1960s, when it televised the Open before ABC took over the rights in 1966. NBC golf was just this side of hit-and-giggle for most of the 1970s and 1980s, with the Bob Hope Desert Classic usually the centerpiece of its golf coverage. Once the baseball game of the week began in April, golf was nothing more than a four-letter word to NBC.

“Almost everyone who did golf on NBC did it as a second sport,” said Tommy Roy, now NBC’s executive producer. “A lot of the announcers were pro athletes from other sports, like Bob Trumpy and Tom Seaver. It just wasn’t a big deal.”

That had started to change when NBC first began televising the Players Championship, an event that then-PGA commissioner Deane Beman (and his successor, Tim Finchem) insisted be treated by the network as if it were a major. It also began to change when the network hired Johnny Miller as its top golf analyst in 1991. Miller was completely different from anyone else who had ever sat in a tower behind the 18th green. His golfing pedigree—twenty-four titles, including wins in both the U.S. and British Opens—was impeccable. But unlike almost every other ex-player who had ever strapped on a microphone, Miller wasn’t still trying to be one of the boys. He first-guessed shots, second-guessed shots, and used the dreaded “choke” word on the air.

By the end of his first year, Miller was an absolute, complete hit with golf fans because he told them exactly what he was thinking and they loved it. He was also ready to quit.

“I couldn’t believe how angry I made the guys,” he said. “I mean, they saw me as some kind of a traitor. All I was trying to do was be true to the shot. If a guy hit a bad shot, I didn’t just say bad shot, I tried to explain what he needed to do to make it a good shot. I remember [past PGA champion and longtime commentator] Dave Marr once saying that he was being paid good money to gild the lily on the air. Well, I guess the way I looked at it was that in any great recipe you need some tart berries to mix with the sweet, sugary syrup.”

Miller got people’s attention right away when, on the last hole of that year’s Bob Hope, he speculated about the possibility of his good friend Peter Jacobsen choking as he stood over a difficult second shot with a one-shot lead on the 18th hole on Sunday. “He had a downhill lie, trying to hit a high shot over water, with the tournament on the line,” Miller said. “I just commented this was the kind of situation in which guys sometimes choke.

“The next thing I know, Peter, one of my best friends on tour, doesn’t speak to me for six months. Finally, late in the fall, he walks up to me somewhere and says, ‘You know, I finally saw the tape of the Hope, and you didn’t say anything wrong. People told me you said I was going to choke. You didn’t say that.’ You see, that was part of the problem. Guys were hearing bits and pieces of what I was saying from friends or wives and not the whole thing. Even so, by the end of the year my attitude was, I don’t need this. If I’m pissing everybody off, I’ll just go home.”

So Miller told NBC he wouldn’t be coming back the next year. Thanks for the memories.

The next day, NBC Sports president Dick Ebersol flew out to Napa to meet with Miller. “I had plans for what I thought we could become in golf,” Ebersol said. “The Ryder Cup had become huge, and I knew as soon as I could free Tommy Roy up [from the NBA] and put him on golf, we would improve in leaps and bounds. But I needed Johnny to be part of the package.”

Miller was surprised by how ardently Ebersol argued that he had to return. “I was just an announcer,” he said. “And golf wasn’t a big thing with NBC. But he kept saying I had to come back. He made it sound like the network would go bust if I didn’t come back. I guess that’s what makes a good salesman.”

“Yup,” Ebersol says with a smile. “I was definitely selling that day.”

Miller came back. And a year later, in 1993, Roy became the network’s golf producer. “Tommy’s like a mad professor in the truck,” Miller said. “But that’s because he loves golf so much.”
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