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INTRODUCTION 

Confessions of a Convert



LIKE MOST OBSESSIONS, golf is understood only by the obsessed. Generations of perplexed golf widows can offer weary testimony to the game’s singular allure—an allure that borders on mysticism.


A friend of mine calls it the “Inner Truth.” I myself once lacked the Inner Truth.


Growing up, I lived a stone’s throw from three of the world’s finest courses. I could have played them whenever I wanted—an opportunity that would tempt most golfers to consign their firstborn to an eternal damnation of tennis lessons. I could have, but I didn’t. In fact, I didn’t care for golf at all. Baseball and body-surfing were my passions, tennis an occasional diversion.


To me, golf was a once-a-year chore. Toward the end of each summer, I would reluctantly but dutifully drag myself from the tennis court or the beach (God forbid surf was up!) and make a cameo appearance at the club’s Father-Son Golf Tournament. Despite the club-maximum 36 strokes I was given, my dad and I never did very well.


The way I saw it, golf had the following problems:




	• It took way too long.


	• It offered no exercise.


	• It was too damn hard.





I readily produced these gripes when I needed to bring my golfing friends down a notch, when I wanted to suggest that my sports were superior. Heck, most people don’t even call golf a sport; it’s a game, right?


This observation, I was sure, twisted a rusty sand wedge into the collective gut of golfers everywhere.


Oddly, I could never ruffle their feathers. My golfing pals always maintained a graceful calm that I couldn’t penetrate (see Golf in the Kingdom). Often, the bastards wouldn’t even fight back. It was like arguing with that guy on Kung Fu: you thought you had the last word, but his mystical serenity always suggested otherwise. (And then he kicked your butt, but that’s beside the point.)


I don’t remember the precise moment I came to possess the Inner Truth. There was no sudden, “born again” epiphany while walking to work or taking out the garbage. It was more of a gradual revelation over the course of one summer.




“Golf and sex are the only things you can enjoy without being good at them.”


—Jimmy Demaret





The U.S. Open came to town early that season. Though the prospect of watching golf seemed even duller than actually playing, I speculated that the overall “scene” might warrant investigation. One of the players, Bob Tway, was staying at our house. Though he had won the Westchester Classic the week before, I had never heard of Tway. He seemed a likable guy, very soft-spoken. Many of our friends were hosting big stars like Nicklaus and Norman, so suddenly the Open took on serious social significance: it was neighbor versus neighbor. “Was that a 76 your houseguest shot yesterday? Such a pity...”


So I followed Tway around, and he became someone to root for. To my surprise, I grew mildly interested in the proceedings, especially as Tway took the lead from time to time. And damned if he didn’t almost win the thing. Tway held the lead after the first round and for about five minutes near the end of the fourth. (Ray Floyd got that “stare” of his going and won in a dogfight to the finish.)


Tway’s success, though, bestowed great bragging rights upon our household in the trenches of clubs and cocktail parties. More important, I began thinking about golf in a less-than-hostile light.


In the afterglow of the Open, I played one or two lackluster rounds — rekindling memories of my flirtation with chess after the celebrated Fisher/Spassky matches. And, like all the Grand Masters that never were, I might have moved on to other things when the excitement wore off. Except, I hit a few good shots. Not many, but enough. Watching the pros up close for four days was like watching Sybervision with God—something was bound to rub off.




“Golf is a game to teach you about the messages from within, about the subtle voices of the body-mind... Nowhere does a man go so naked”


— Michael Murphy, Golf in the Kingdom





As any golfer knows, all it takes is that one shot, that one sublime moment when you watch your three-iron draw gracefully over the water hazard and roll within two feet of the pin, to bring you back again. Yeah, that was easy, that was sweet, you think. With a little practice, I could do that all the time.


Willie Nelson once said that there were some golf shots he wouldn’t trade for an orgasm. I used to think that was the dumbest thing I had ever heard. But slowly, over the course of a summer, I decided Willie was onto something. I was glimpsing the Inner Truth.


By September, I was playing 18 holes in my head to get to sleep instead of counting sheep. I traded swing thoughts with my friends. I talked knowingly of square grooves, 60-degree wedges, and new “tracks.” I even joined a club. I was hooked.


Since then, I have tried desperately to make up for lost time. I threw myself into the game, traveling, taking lessons, imagining that I could someday hit draws and fades at will. I have even had some success, reducing my handicap in successive summers until I leveled off in single digits. And my dad and I finally won that Father-Son Tournament, our last, five months before his death.


In the process, I learned some things:




	• Golf does take a long time, but there is perhaps no greater use of it.


	• It still isn’t any exercise, but who really cares?


	• Yes, it is too damn hard.





What I never comprehended—and what the Inner Truth has taught me—was the beauty of golf’s tranquility and exquisite frustrations, the fun of its endlessly varying challenges, and, most important, the joy of its fellowship and new friends. To illustrate, try this experiment: Introduce two tennis players to each other. Now introduce two golfers. Who do you think will hit it off? Have you ever seen tennis players cluster at a backyard barbecue?


Golfers have an affinity that dwells on a higher spiritual plane. They are immediate kindred spirits, bonded by tales of impossible ups-and-downs and two-iron fades. Also, I believe, they are just plain nice people.


All this brings me to the point of this book. As well as enjoying golf, I enjoy competition, and I certainly enjoy a good wager. Many golfers spend their whole lives playing routine Nassaus without knowing many of the other fine and amusing ways to lose their money on Saturday morning. And many clubs never have tournaments more clever than Medal Play or Best Ball. Perhaps a Monkey Tournament or a round of String will revive the dead at your club. Thus, in the hope of making golf an even more pleasurable experience—if such a thing is possible—I humbly submit this compendium of betting and tournament formats.


Some games, like Nassaus, are predictable but necessary for a “complete” book. Some are ridiculous, in which case I say so. Some are unusual and creative. And still others are borderline crazy and have little to do with real golf. I was, truth be told, an avid Shoe Golfer years before I cared for the real thing.


Anyway, I hope this book will make your good golf times even better. So swing slow, let it flow, and receive the Inner Truth.




“Never bet anyone you meet on the first tee who has a deep suntan, a one-iron in his bag, and squinty eyes.”


— Dave Marr








CHAPTER 1 

Games for Twosomes, Threesomes, & Foursomes



Skins


Skins is for the gambler’s gambler, the type who thrives on the convergence of money and pressure. Also known as “Scats,” Skins has been around for some time, but it has become widely popular thanks to ABC’s annual Skins game every Thanksgiving.


So many viewers watch the pros battle in the desert (the Skins game is second only to the Masters in ratings) that the network created the Senior Skins game, too. In 1990, Arnold Palmer made more money on one hole than in any single year in his career. It seems that armchair golfers can’t get enough of watching someone sweat over a putt worth $200,000.


Skins is very straightforward. Each “skin” has an assigned value, usually a dollar or two per player. The player who wins a hole gets a skin. The value of a skin can remain constant over 18 holes or increase as the round progresses. Since the stakes tend to accumulate anyway, it seems pointless to increase them, but heck, they do it on TV, so why not?


To win a skin, a player must win a hole outright on a net basis. (“Net,” for those of you really new to this, is your score after adjustment for your handicap.) If players tie, the pot carries over to the next hole, which is then played for two skins. If that hole is tied, the pot carries over again, and so forth. This is how the stakes can really add up.
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For example, suppose we have a foursome, and the stakes are $1 per player per hole. On the first hole, Player 1 shoots a three and everyone else shoots four. Player 1 then wins a skin, which is worth $4. But, since one of the four dollars in the pot was his own, he actually nets $3.


On the second hole, players 3 and 4 shoot fours, but the other two shoot a five and a seven. Players 3 and 4 split the pot, right? Wrong. Remember, if two tie, all tie. In this case, the pot ($4) carries over to the third hole, which is now worth $8, or two skins.




“They Shoot Slow Golfers, Don’t They?”


Golf Magazine determined that Bernhard Langer is the slowest player in professional golf, with an average of 90 seconds per putt. That means the poor guys playing with Bernhard must spend about 50 minutes of their day watching him stalk his putts. As Lanny Wadkins, one of the fastest players on the tour, commented, “I’ve seen turtles move faster than Bernhard.”


In his defense, Bernhard has quickened his pace the last few years, over which time his game has improved. Coincidence?


Incidentally, the fastest putter on the tour—assuming he is on tour when you read this—is currently John Daly, who averages about 20 seconds per putt.





In a simple $1 Skins game, the 18th hole theoretically can be worth $72 (net $54). In case you don’t have a firm grasp of the obvious, the downside risk is always 18 times the stakes per hole. So $1 Skins isn’t necessarily for wimps.


One of the amusing aspects of Skins, other than the truly exquisite opportunities for choking, is the constantly shifting politics. Someone who was your mortal enemy on one hole because he sunk a ten-foot putt to rob you of three skins becomes your blood brother on the next because you’re out of the hole and he has a four-footer to tie someone else and carry the skin over.
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