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Golf is the thing with feathers—
That perches on the soul—
And sings the tune without the words—
And never stops—at all—



I’ve heard it in the chillest land—
and on the strangest Sea—
Yet, never, in Extremity,
It asked a crumb—of Me.

EMILY DICKINSON
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Hit & Hope


AN INTRODUCTION



HIT A GOLF BALL WELL and every neuron in your body yearns to duplicate the experience. Like kissing, it’s a pleasure that repetition can’t diminish. I remember my first good golf shot—a four-iron that somehow soared two hundred yards down the middle of a gently left-bending fairway—as though I hit it last week. The shot was a fluke, of course, but it made a visceral impression. That’s it, I thought immediately; give me another one of those.

I discovered golf on the front step of middle age: I was thirty-six years old when a friend, on a whim, invited me to play, and I, on a whim, went. Although I hate to admit it, I measure my life as a mature person from that moment. Most of my best friends now are people I play golf with. Most of what I do for a living is connected in some way to golf. Most of the presents I receive are golf-related. Most of my clothes are golf clothes, most of my trips are golf trips, most of my dreams are golf dreams. Almost all of my remaining ambitions involve my swing.

The essays that make up this book were written mainly for Golf Digest, to which I have contributed a monthly column since 1996. I’ve fiddled with almost all of these pieces, and, in some cases, I’ve restored material that had to be cut to accommodate the modest dimensions of my corner in the front of the magazine. I’ve also combined a few related essays, extended others, written a number of new ones, and resurrected (from two previous books of mine) a couple of short bits that I wanted to keep in print. All of these essays arose from whatever happened to be going on with my golf game at the moment I wrote them. I’ve tried to arrange them in a plausible order, but, in truth, they are fragments, not chapters, and they should be read in the same way that I hit practice balls: quickly, randomly, and with a short attention span.



[image: Image]
Sweet Sunday Morning


MY REGULAR SUNDAY-MORNING golf group begins to gather a little before seven-thirty. If there’s frost on the course, we stand around drinking coffee until my friend Ray, who is the head of the greens committee, announces that the ice on the grass is “just dew.” Anyone who shows up is welcome to play; we seldom have fewer than a dozen, and we sometimes have more than twenty. We choose teams by drawing numbered poker chips from someone’s hat, and if the total isn’t divisible by four we send some of the players out in threesomes. The threesomes begin two strokes under par—an adjustment we borrowed from Augusta National, where the members’ weekend games are known, definitively, as “the Games.” Our pro, whose name is Fran, plays with us when he can find someone to cover for him in the golf shop. Our superintendent, whose name is Bob, plays with us when we can cajole him into dragging his clubs from the back of his garage, where he also keeps a thirty-year-old Corvette and a beer-stocked refrigerator that we are allowed to pilfer in emergencies.

We have our own scorecard, which my friend Jim created with a desktop-publishing program. Jim’s scorecard allocates handicap strokes in the order in which we want them to be allocated, and it depicts the course the way we like to play it, with four way-back tees that almost nobody else ever uses. There are no red tees on the card. On the back is a list of nine local rules, which apply only to our competition. One of the rules was inspired by a player we call Uncle Frank: “No competitor shall dress in a black-and-white sun suit purchased by his wife.” Three regular members of the group—Harry, Gene, and George—are no longer allowed to keep score, because each of them once made a computation error that led to a tedious discussion and a redistribution of winnings. The card also lists our Sunday-morning course record, which is nine over par, net—a score that is almost inconceivably bad, considering that nine under par is seldom good enough to win. The course record was set on October 22, 2001, by Frank (not Uncle Frank), Rick, and me.

We bet, obviously. My friend Hacker (yes, that’s his real last name) collects all the money before we tee off and keeps it in his wallet while we play; semi-miraculously, he has never come up short. The mandatory wager is twelve dollars: five goes into a pool for the winning team, five goes into a pool for skins, and two goes into a pot that is shared by everyone who matches the morning’s best net score on the so-called Money Hole, which we pick at random before we tee off by drawing another numbered poker chip from another hat. On the day that Rick, Frank, and I set the course record, we actually would have been ten over par if I hadn’t birdied the final hole, which happened to be the Money Hole; my birdie was unmatched by anyone else, so it entitled me to the entire Money Hole pot plus a skin, meaning that I won more money—forty-two dollars—than anyone else that day, despite having helped to turn in the worst team score in recorded history.

The game is net best ball, first-tee do-over, no junk, no gimmes, summer rules unless previously agreed. We play off the lowest handicap, but nobody gets more than one stroke a hole and nobody strokes on a par-three. If you wear shorts after November 1, you get one additional handicap stroke, but you have to keep your shorts on for the whole round, and you can’t wear rain pants on top of them. Over the course of a season, almost everyone plays with almost everyone else, so yippers, shankers, and creative self-handicappers are not treated as pariahs. Whether or not our pro should have a handicap is an endlessly fascinating topic of debate; at the moment, we call Fran a zero.

When we have finished, we drink beer and cook hamburgers on the patio between the clubhouse and the practice green. (Our clubhouse, which looks like an Adirondack cabin and used to be a prep-school fraternity house, doesn’t have a restaurant or a grill room, thank God.) One of the chairs on the patio is reserved for Bob; there is an old blue-and-white enameled metal sign on the back of his seat that says SUPERINTENDENT, and there is a bottle opener screwed onto one of its arms. We take turns supplying lunch, about which there are three rules: no plates, no napkins, and no salad. If there are potato chips, we eat them out of the bag. If nobody remembers to bring lunch, somebody runs into town and buys supplies before the grocery store closes, at one o’clock. The first group to finish fires up the grill. Bob sometimes contributes a pound or two of ground venison, from a deer he shot the winter before in the woods that surround our golf course. Bob’s wife, Diane, usually seasons the venison, shapes it into patties, wraps the patties in aluminum foil, and leaves the package for us on the top shelf of the refrigerator in the clubhouse kitchen while we’re playing. Hers are the only female hands that have ever touched our lunch.

Often, our games end in ties. Matching cards would be boring, and playing extra holes would force the participants to travel too far from the beer coolers,* so we almost always conduct our playoffs on or around the practice green. If someone earns a skin but doesn’t stick around for the shouting match at which we distribute the money, we conduct a playoff for his skin money, too. On various occasions, we have required play-off contestants to: putt balls from the top of a beer can while standing on the seat of a chair on the patio; throw balls from the big tree next to the first tee; throw balls onto the roof of the clubhouse so that they roll down the porch roof, down the porch steps, across the patio, and down the short, steep grassy slope above the practice green; chip balls through the split-rail fence that separates the patio from the parking lot; and lob balls from the pinnacle of a four-foot-tall pile of dirt in the middle of the first tee, which was being rebuilt. In all our playoffs, we use the stymie rule, which the rest of the golf world abandoned in 1953: your ball stays where it stops, even if it’s blocking someone else’s putt. When we have large groups, we sometimes save time by making everyone putt at the same time, toward a single hole. Once, in pouring rain, we conducted a playoff inside the clubhouse, with a long putt that had to run from the (linoleum) floor of the kitchen all the way across the (carpeted) floor of the living room. The target was a beer bottle.

One Sunday a couple of years ago, two foursomes tied for the lead in our morning competition, and the playoff committee decided, for the first time, to venture beyond the clubhouse and the practice green. The playoff, they declared, would be the eighteenth hole, alternate shot, sand-wedges only. Our eighteenth is a short par-four under ordinary circumstances, but playing it with just a sand-wedge turns it into a grueling par-five. The tee shot is nerve-wracking, because the carry to the fairway is close to eighty yards. On this particular Sunday, though, the battle came down to the green. A friend, whom I’ll call Mr. Yips, had to use his sand wedge (a club he hates) to attempt a two-foot putt (a shot that gives him nightmares) for the win. I can’t bear to describe exactly what happened, but I will say that by the time it was over people were laughing so hard they could scarcely stand up, and somebody had to rake the bunker on the far side of the green.

Sometimes, a playoff format seems like so much fun that we open it to the whole group, including caddies. Other players, getting ready to tee off on the first hole, invariably scowl when they see us standing in a long row with our backs to the practice green, holding a beer in one hand and weighing a ball in the other, getting ready to throw the ball over a shoulder at one of the holes, and quietly dreading the moment when, finally, it will be time to go home.

* A reader named John Creque, from Pinehurst, North Carolina, wrote to say that he and his golf buddies had solved this problem, by inventing a side competition called “cooler golf,” which they play alongside their regular nassau. Cooler golf has many, many rules, as all good golf games do, but the basic idea is that the player who has the worst score on a hole is required to carry the foursome’s entire beer supply until somebody else does worse: “The laggard lugs the lager.”
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You Must Remember This


I RECENTLY WATCHED, for the twentieth or thirtieth time, the best golf movie ever made. Not Caddyshack, although I’m a fan. And not Tin Cup, in which Kevin Costner swings like a chicken and tucks his sweater into his pants. And not Follow the Sun, in which Glenn Ford makes you believe that Ernest Borgnine (for example) would have made a better Ben Hogan. And definitely not Bagger Vance.

No, the all-time No. 1 golf movie was made in 1942 by Michael Curtiz. It’s set in Morocco, and it stars Humphrey Bogart and Claude Rains. Ingrid Bergman is in it, too. It’s called Casablanca. Have you heard of it?

Casablanca isn’t only about golf. There’s a long boring part at the beginning in which the Nazis make a lot of trouble, and various people sing various songs in Bogart’s nightclub, and Bogart apparently has some sort of love affair with Bergman—although you never actually see them doing anything except talking to each other with their faces a quarter-inch apart. This boring stretch lasts for about an hour and a half. I usually let my wife watch it by herself, while I make popcorn or take the dogs for a walk.

The golf part comes near the end. Bogart and Bergman and a wimpy-looking foreign guy, who appears to be wearing lipstick, turn up at a foggy airport one night, and for a moment you think that Bergman is going to dump the lipstick guy and marry Bogart. That’s the suspense. Bergman is good-looking, despite the hat, but you can tell that as soon as the wedding is over she’s going to start demanding lifestyle changes, and the first thing to go will be the nightclub. Then she’ll say, “Oh, Rick, do we really need to live in Africa?” Then they’ll have four kids in a hurry, and that will be that.

But Bogart sees the trap a mile away. He makes Bergman think he’s going along with her scheme, but at the last second he tricks her into getting on the plane. “You’re taking the fall,” he says to the lipstick guy. (I’m paraphrasing now.) Then the plane heads down the runway—whew!—and Bogart and Rains escape into the fog, so that they can spend the rest of World War Two drinking gin and playing golf. I tell you, that movie makes me cry every time.
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Causation


I LIKE TO USE FOREIGN COINS to mark my golf balls. In my bag I have Russian kopecks, Moroccan dirhams, Mexican pesos, Aruban florins, Slovenian stotins, and so many British coins of all denominations that I could just about cover the cost of a trip to the Open. I also have a reproduction of an ancient Roman coin, some old tokens from the subway systems of Boston and New York, half a dozen game tokens from Discovery Zone and Rollermagic, and a squashed, elongated American penny embossed with the Lord’s Prayer.

My best ball marker, though, is an Irish twenty-pence piece. It’s brassy looking and slightly wider and thicker than a Susan B. Anthony dollar. There’s a horse on one side and a harp on the other, and if I point the nose of the horse at my ball when I mark it, the next putt will go in or come very, very close. To make the horse work, I have to keep the coin in my pocket with three or four others and pull it out by accident. Recently, I’ve also had encouraging results with a Canadian looney.

As for boxers or briefs, I can’t really say; I’ve won while wearing both. Going beltless didn’t work the one time I did it (not on purpose). The more important the match, the less important-looking the golf shirt ought to be, I’ve found. My Meat Loaf hat—a regular golf hat autographed by the recording artist—used to guarantee victory but is now worthless; I never wear it anymore, even around the house. Which socks I put on, to be perfectly frank, doesn’t seem to make much of a difference.

Non-golfers may dismiss a reliance on Meat Loaf hats and lucky underpants as superstition. But superstition is a vestige of the most important moment in human evolution: the rise of conceptual thought. You try something, and something else happens—a pattern emerges. That’s how our ancestors came up with fire, the Renaissance, and the rest. And that’s how I came up with Irish coins—which, at this point, are probably the most dependable part of my game.

Forgetting to carry one old ball in a rear pants pocket can cause a tee shot to slice out of bounds. Reusing an unbroken tee from which an opponent has just hit a bad drive will usually guarantee a good shot. The best way to warm up before a match is to hit balls with a club that won’t be needed on the course. Being wished good luck upon leaving the house is practically fatal. New clubs work better if bought without being tried. Never retire a ball that has just made a birdie. Always be sure that the last practice putt before teeing off is a miss.
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The Slowest Member


THE SLOWEST MEMBER OF MY CLUB has the metabolism of a sofa. Standing over his golf ball, he freezes like a frog in a flashlight beam. Five seconds. Ten seconds. An afternoon. Just when you think he must have drifted into sleep, he swings—but it’s a practice swing, the first of two. Each rehearsal spawns a divot. Each divot flies in its own direction. At last, he inches forward and sets his club behind the ball.

Thirty minutes a hole is the pace at which he plays. He moves through our nine-hole course the way a meal moves through a python. You could tee off an hour behind him and play through him twice before he reached the ninth tee. He is absorbed by his troubles and seldom notices other golfers. You are tempted to wait for him to wander into the bushes, then tee off over his head.

The Slowest Member lifts his five-iron as wearily as if it were the hammer of Thor. He pauses at shoulder height to gather his resources, then lunges forward while somehow also falling back. His ball flies forty yards ahead and thirty to the right, and it doesn’t rise above his navel. He slowly lifts his head and looks around. The destination of each shot is first a mystery and then a surprise.

Once, I saw him walk into some pine trees to search for a ball that he had hit there. He didn’t take a club. After a minute or so, his wife hissed at him from the green, which he had missed from twenty paces. Golfers in the fairway took furious practice swings, hoping to be waved through. His wife hissed again. Her impatience merely inflamed his determination not to hurry. If his ball had been your child, you would have given up sooner than he did.

Some years, the Slowest Member plays more rounds than anyone else at my club. Each weekend gapes before him, an empty barrel to be filled one pebble at a time. The rest of us scan the parking lot when we pull in. Is he here yet? When did he tee off? One day, I saw his foursome spaced along the near shore of the pond on the fourth hole, each player with a ball retriever. Trolling the murky waters, happily lost in thought, they looked like fishermen.

In a two-day tournament one summer, the Slowest Member was the only entrant in his flight. His name on a sign-up sheet is preemptive. “Give him the title by default,” someone suggested. “Tell him he can have the cup if he stays home.” Even alone, he moves more slowly than any foursome except his own.

In the end, a playing partner was drafted from a different flight. Their twosome teed off last. The Slowest Member sliced two drives out of bounds before dribbling a keeper over the end of the first tee. The playing partner sighed, his own drive now grown cold in the fairway, a thousand miles away. “At least we’re off,” he must have thought.

But they weren’t off, after all. The Slowest Member walked right past his ball. Moving at the speed of the minute hand on a classroom clock, he set out for the woods to look for the two that he had lost.
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Shagging Your Own


AT THE DRIVING RANGE at my club, golf balls are promiscuously available. There’s a big steel bin, like a junior Dumpster, and we can help ourselves. The balls don’t pop up automatically on rubber tees, the way they do at those triple-decker driving ranges in Japan, but they might as well. Some golfers scarcely look up between shots. As soon as one ball is gone, they toe another into place.

I often do the same thing myself. When my swing turns sour, I attempt a frantic intervention, churning through two or three buckets in the desperate hope that at some point quantity will tip the balance into quality, and my hook or shank or slice will admit defeat and go away. Before we got the bin, you could hit balls only when the pro was around to dole them out one bag at a time. Now, we all practice more. But do we practice better?

Not too many years ago, there were no range balls at my club. In fact, there was no range. Golfers who wanted to practice had to use their own balls, and they had to hit them across two fairways to a narrow field that slicers on the sixth tee treated as an optional landing area. Concern for the skulls of fellow members promoted compact swings and careful attention to fundamentals. You can still see a few of the old-timers’ shag bags hanging among the rafters in the bag room. The balls inside them are so old and brown they seem like golf-ball fossils.

During the shoulder season at my club—the weeks in early spring and late fall when the range is open but the bin is locked—we still hit balls the old-fashioned way, those few of us who don’t mind shagging our own. I have a collection of practice balls which I have built over several seasons. There are balls that I have fished out of ponds and pried out of the ground, balls that I have bounced off stone walls or gouged with my five-iron, balls that I have found in peculiar places, such as underneath a soda machine at a rest stop on I-84. Exposure to the sun has made some of them softer than blackboard chalk. Their worn corporate logos are as familiar as faces in a yearbook. I keep them all in a bucket beside my back door. When the bucket is more than half-full, I feel rich; if it dips below half-empty, I feel poor. During the season, I knock the balls around my yard. In early spring and late fall, I take them to the range.

You spend more time on a practice shot if you own the ball. You aim at something small, check your grip, and take a practice swing. You look at your target again. You visualize the shape of the shot. Because you have to pick up after yourself, you think about ways to tighten your landing pattern. Because you pace the yardage as you walk to retrieve your balls, you learn how far your eight-iron really goes. You learn what the wind does to your shots, and what it doesn’t do. You have time to think about what you are up to.

In a crudely mown field in England once, I watched a gray-haired golfer collect three dozen or four dozen balls, which he had spent the previous hour hitting. He walked in a loose spiral around his target, using a wedge to flip each ball into an open bowling bag, which he held in his other hand. He never bent over. He seldom dropped a ball. There was a rhythm to what he was doing, and that rhythm, you got the feeling, was the backbone of his game. I tried the same flip later, and couldn’t pull it off. In another generation or two, will there be anyone who can?
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The Horrifying Popularity of Golf


IT WAS MASTERS WEEK of 1997 when I first sensed something was wrong. I called home from Augusta to check in with my family, and my wife said, “That was some eight-iron Tiger hit into thirteen today. But don’t you think Fluff should have taken the driver out of his hands on three?”

I quickly asked her what my sister’s husband had given me for Christmas. She knew the answer—he gave me nothing. So she really was my wife. But what was going on? Before that moment, our conversations about golf had mainly concerned her hypothesis that I am a bad person because I play it. Now, all of a sudden, she was worried about club selection.

I used to lie, even to myself, about how much golf I play. Now, strangers at cocktail parties are interested in what I shot. “Have you met Tiger?” a checker at the grocery store asked one day after noticing that my left hand was less tanned than my right—evidence that I had been wearing a golf glove. My home course is suddenly clogged with people who putt with the flag in the hole and don’t know what a press is.
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