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  LONGEST GOLF DRIVE




  What’s the farthest someone can hit a golf ball?
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      Think golf is a contest between player and course? Think again. Golf is a contest between equipment manufacturers and the U.S. Golf Association. The manufacturers want to

      make clubs and balls that will let you hit a drive from a tee box in Buffalo to a green in Detroit. The USGA imposes rules to limit distances so the game is fair for everyone and golf courses

      don’t have to be the size of Rhode Island. Within those rules, what’s the farthest a human will ever hit a golf ball on level grass?
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  Augusta National Sunday, April 23, 2152




  

    

      It wasn’t going well. It certainly looked like it was going well, but it wasn’t.




      Julian Herrera had just birdied the fourteenth, the only hole at Augusta without a single bunker but with a green that looked as if a dysfunctional family of giant moles lived

      beneath the surface. Every putt was a crapshoot, a tap followed by held breath as the uneasy relationship between grass and gravity guided the ball the way air guided a knuckleball: randomly,

      and with precious little concern for hitting the target.




      Julian had purposely kept his approach shot short and to the right of the pin, choosing to leave himself a longer and relatively flat putt rather than a closer-in but far

      trickier drop down a steep hill. He’d struck the ball with all the purity of a spring rain, and watched in satisfaction as the ball arced perfectly toward the nasty green, touched down

      and spun back the precise distance he’d intended, leaving him with an easy putt for birdie and the crowd with yet another memory etched by this blazing wunderkind.




      At least that was the plan. What had actually happened was that he’d hit the simple wedge so purely that he’d overflown the flagstick, leaving the worst hill on the

      green between his ball and the hole. So far on this day, of the eleven other players who’d ended up in that awful position, three had two-putted, and they were the lucky ones: The rest

      needed three to get down.




      Julian’s caddie had watched all eleven putts on the paper-thin television screen taped to his man’s bag. ‘You gotta whack it up top of the hill two full feet

      right of where you think you should,’ he’d advised, persisting in the face of his man’s adamant head shake.




      ‘I miss,’ Julian had whispered between clenched teeth, ‘that sucker’s going off the green.’




      ‘You don’t try,’ the caddie had shot back, ‘crowd’ll turn on you like you’d starved your children.’




      ‘I don’t have any children,’ Julian had responded dispiritedly, but he’d gotten the point.




      Still an amateur, he was tied for the lead in the most prestigious golf tournament on the planet. No amateur had ever won it, and only seven had managed second place in the

      tournament’s 218-year history. Julian knew that sports-casters the world over were at that very moment feverishly clicking their online thesauri in a pitched battle to see which of them

      could outgush the rest in their torrential praise of the phenomenal twenty-one-year-old, some of them daring to speculate aloud as to whether he could actually win. By any measure, even

      finishing in the top twenty would be a stupendous achievement, but Julian knew that, were he to make liars of his public admirers, they’d find a reason to fault him rather than admit

      they’d gone seriously overboard.




      When he’d heeded his caddie’s advice and sent his ball two feet farther right than anyone had so far dared, he’d groaned along with the crowd and the

      commentators as the traitorous little pill picked up speed on the downside and had no chance of turning into the hole.




      Until it did. Picking his ball out of the cup and casually touching two fingers to his forehead in acknowledgment of the crowd’s frenzied screams, Julian could just hear

      the on-air announcers ramping it up: ‘Genius . . . brilliant. . . game-changer. . .’




      They’d talk about how Julian Herrera was a steely-eyed ball striker who could put himself into a zone of trancelike intensity and confident relaxation, that the

      kid’s mental toughness was so extraordinary you could set off a firecracker during his backswing and it wouldn’t affect him in the slightest.




      That last part was true. The rest was horsepucky. Julian Herrera was an ouch-cube of jangling nerves and knee-rattling fear who could hit a hundred dead-perfect shots in a row

      and be fully confident that the next hundred would be just as good, and yet the terror of playing public never went away. Which is why, at least from Julian’s perspective, things

      weren’t going anywhere near as well as they seemed to outside observers.




      It had always been thus with Julian, and whenever it got to be too much, he’d simply work himself to exhaustion. At first it was running until he dropped, then lifting

      weights, then riding bicycles or swimming. Local coaches had spotted him early on, and in everything he tried, he’d excelled. It was all so easy.




      Then someone put a golf club in his hands. Julian, who’d seen plenty of golfers swing, wound up and took a whack at the ball with such a rush of naked power that onlookers

      caught themselves unconsciously taking a step backward lest they be hit with the resulting shock wave.




      They needn’t have worried. Julian had missed the ball completely and nearly fallen over from the effort. He tried again . . . same result. The third time, he finally

      managed to make contact, but it was so off-center and glancing that the ball skittered off the tee as though embarrassed.




      A skinny kid from his third-period math class stepped up and took the club from him. ‘Not as easy as it looks, is it?’ he asked, then took a seemingly effortless

      swing and sent the ball soaring.




      Handing the club back, he said, ‘Trick is to set up, then swing so that you come right back to exactly where you started. Can’t be moving your body around all over

      the place.’




      Julian had no ego when it came to improving himself. If someone had a better way and could prove it, he paid attention.




      ‘You gotta stay centered,’ the skinny kid said.




      Julian tried it, a few very light swings, the other kid watching in satisfaction as the best athlete in the state gradually began to understand.




      ‘Once you groove that in,’ he said, ‘you start adding power. Every time you go out of control, back off until you get it back. Then swing harder

      again.’




      It was sound advice, and it made sense to Julian. Much of his athletic prowess had been based on the application of pure strength, but when he got into a swimming pool and tried

      to power his way across, he was easily overtaken by kids with half his strength. It was in the water that he learned the virtues of technique, and once he added efficiency to his power, he

      became unbeatable. As he swung the golf club during his first day on the range, it didn’t take him long to see that even incredibly minute deviations from the perfect swing resulted in

      drastic reductions in distance and accuracy.
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