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		“Sometimes he tells me it’s the regret of his life that he has to be famous just for his proficiency at a sport … He could enjoy all this if they were following him because of some great achievement in some thoughtful line of work, such as writing or healing…”

	
		—O.B. Keeler, to Westbrook Pegler of the Chicago Tribune

	
		“A stroller on Broadway, seeing a queue forming outside a theatre where Charlie Chaplin was opening City of Lights, asked in some concern, ‘What’s that—a bread-line or a bank?’”

	
		—Frederick Lewis Allen, in Only Yesterday
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	This is a book about Bobby Jones and 1930, his big year. Actually, “big” doesn’t begin to describe what Robert Tyre Jones accomplished during that season in the sun. The amateur golfer from Atlanta played in six tournaments and won five, and four of those wins were in major championships. Only twice in history has any golfer won even three majors in a calendar year—Ben Hogan in 1953 and Tiger Woods in 2000. But Jones swept the table, winning all four events in the then-Grand Slam.


	If you count the Golf Illustrated Gold Vase, a thirty-six-hole warmup for the Walker Cup, then Jones won six out of seven. He captained and played in the Walker Cup, his U.S. team taking on the English at Royal St. George’s in Sandwich, England, and he didn’t lose a match, so that could reasonably be called a win, too. Seven out of eight, when a single win in a big event could make a career.


	He was much more than just a successful athlete. “What we’re talking about is not the hero as golfer but something America hungered for and found,” wrote historian Alistair Cooke. “[Jones was] the best performer in the world who was also a hero as a human being, the gentle, wise, chivalrous, wholly self-sufficient male. Jefferson’s lost paragon, the wise innocent.”


	Throughout the brash 1920s, it was Bobby’s fate to tote similar quotes like heavy suitcases. Although he looked like a million, accepting trophy after trophy in his white linen and cotton and his deep brown tan, the pressure of living up to expectations just about killed him. Alcohol, insomnia, and two packs a day aged him ten years in twelve months. Before the morning rounds of his final tournament, the locker room attendant watched in awe as Jones raised a trembling glass of com whiskey to his lips. That week Bobby downed another blast of Prohibition liquor at lunch with his chicken sandwich on white, and a good deal more at bedtime to help him sleep. Each week he looked more and more like Big Bob, his baggy-eyed and weather-beaten father. For the most part, however, Jones’s success and stoicism obscured his torment.


	The few reporters who knew how he was suffering and how he was self-medicating wouldn’t have dreamed of writing about it—not that their editors wanted stuff like that anyway. This was the age of ballyhoo, when writers portrayed middleweights and halfbacks as gods on loan from heaven. Games were becoming our national mythology—the stories about ourselves that we tell ourselves, as author/educator Joseph Campbell would say. Getting too personal about the heroes ruined the fantasy.


	So the media massed behind the appealing figure of Jones, the golfing lawyer in short pants, a conservative hero for a wild time. General-interest magazines wrote feature after feature about him, and the newspaper people never left him alone. Jones didn’t leave the newspapers alone either; twice a week he wrote a lucid legal brief of a one-thousand-word column for the Bell Syndicate, presenting a curious public a window into his champion’s mind. It was quite a mind.


	Most impressive from a visibility standpoint is that in the summer of ’30 you could see Bobby nearly every week in the newsreels at the local Bijou. Movies—now suddenly with sound—had become an essential part of the culture, and a lot of people went once a week. You could leave the theatre laughing or in horror: Two of the biggest films in 1930 were Animal Crackers, starring the Marx Brothers, and Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front.


	For a quarter, ninety million people a week got the feature preceded by a cartoon—Mickey Mouse was huge—and a short news-and-entertainment show. Newsreels were the best time capsules ever made. Tinny march music would leak out of primitive loudspeakers while Graham MacNamee or some other important-sounding voice narrated a ship launch or a beauty contest or the flickering image of Bobby Jones swinging a golf club at fourteen frames per second. Fox Movietone and Paramount Sound News made Bobby’s progress to glory look like a twelve-week climb up a dangerous mountain, which, in a way, it was. “Bobby Jones home with more titles,” the graphic read in a thousand darkened theatres: “New York greets greatest of all golfers, arriving from new triumphs on British links.”


	And a smile would spread like sunrise across Jones’s handsome face as he accepted the trophy or rode on top of the backseat of a long convertible in a parade. He nodded, he waved, he recognized someone in the crowd and pointed to him, and the part in the center of his dark hair looked as if it had been cut by a laser beam. He looked like a man you’d like to know. His manner bespoke humility, of course, because he was the perfect hero, but within the humility were intriguing shadings of amusement and embarrassment. “Could I do that as well?” people in the movie theatres asked themselves. “Would I be so graceful with the whole world watching?” No—no one could do what Bobby did.


	He did a dozen things better than most men and two things better than anyone: golf and getting along with people. Even the pros whose asses he kicked loved him, which was no small thing. Jones was an amateur, wellborn and relatively wealthy, a smooth operator who had gone to Harvard and the Cotillion Ball, and his personality worked with equal charm on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line. He was on every level a Member of the Club. Golf professionals, on the other hand, were invariably grown-up caddies, poorly educated servants at the club. But Bobby did not put himself above these men, and they evinced no envy toward him. Even Norman von Nida liked Jones, and Von didn’t like anyone. A jockey-sized Australian professional golfer with a notoriously bad attitude—once he got in a post-round fistfight in front of a scoreboard—von Nida visited the United States for the first time in 1939 and teed it up with the Grand Slam winner. “Jones still had that long, fluent swing,” von Nida recalled. “Apart altogether from his golfing ability, he has a kindly personality, a charming and gentlemanly bearing, and a consideration for others that mark him as a person never to be forgotten.” Same deal with his closer contemporaries. Archrival Gene Sarazen was as feisty as they come, and a lot his peers despised him, but he and Jones developed a profound friendship that would last for decades.


	It’s hard to imagine another sports figure who was so deeply and widely respected. Fans and friends tried to press money into Bobby’s hand or to set him up in business. The CEO of Coca-Cola, Robert Woodruff, loved him like a son. A group of Atlanta admirers raised $50,000 to buy him a house, and you could buy a hell of a house in Atlanta in 1927 with fifty. Cynical, seen-it-all sportswriters melted in his arms. “What can I say about my hero?” wrote Paul Gallico of Jones. Grantland Rice, another big syndicated columnist—everyone read his “In the Sportlight” the way everyone went to the movies—wrote, “Bobby Jones is not one in a million persons. I should say he is one in ten million—or perhaps one in fifty million.” Oscar Bane “O.B.” Keeler, a backslapping, whiskey-pouring sportswriter for Bobby’s hometown paper, the Atlanta Journal, threw in the journalistic towel altogether. Abandoning all pretense of impartiality, he devoted his life and tens of thousands of words to publicizing Bobby. Personally and professionally, the relationship paid off big-time for both men.


	How big was Bobby Jones? In what writer Roger Kahn called “the era of wonderful nonsense”—the vulgar, exciting 1920s, when you couldn’t buy a Manhattan in Manhattan because of Prohibition, when women lost their bustles and bows and shimmied into simple shifts, and organized crime hovered in the fumes of bathtub booze—the names of five athletes were virtually synonymous with the games they played: Jones equaled golf; Dempsey was boxing; Tilden, the king and symbol of tennis; Ruth, baseball; and Grange, football.


	It was no brotherhood. The other men were primitives compared to Jones—except for Tilden, who had his own problems.


	Jack Dempsey was the biggest of them all, bigger even than the Babe, especially on fight nights and the run-up to the fight. A silk suit civilized Ruth, but nothing could disguise the essential scariness of the heavyweight champion of the world. The ham hocks on the ends of the Manassa Mauler’s arms dwarfed a normal human hand. He wore his hair very close on the sides, which accentuated the thickness of his skull, the thickness of his black eyebrows, and the uniquely pitiless quality in his eyes.


	His family had left poor West Virginia when he was a child for even poorer southern Colorado because there was supposed to be money in the copper, silver, and gold mines. There wasn’t much. After completing eighth grade, Jack left home and made his own way. “I was the only guy I knew who actually enjoyed going down a shaft and knocking chunks of ore off a wall,” he said. “But what I lived for was the fights.” Fights, frequently illegal, that took place on saloon floors or in the lot outside the saloon or in a vacant school-house. Fights with grown men who flattened his nose and curled his ears and broke his ribs and were paid off in peanuts. But Dempsey was as snarling and vicious as a cornered badger, and he won sixty times in the first round.


	Dempsey was twenty-one and dead broke when he married for the first of four times. His bride, Maxine Cates, played piano in a bar in Salt Lake City’s red-light district, smoked pot—they called the drug “hop” back then—and worked in a room upstairs. Dempsey denied it, but plenty of others swore it was true: From time to time he walked the streets to find clients for his wife. But in a makeshift outdoor arena on a hot afternoon in June 1919, Jack, now twenty-four and weighing 187, gave the 245-pound champion, Jess Willard, a ferocious beating. The sight of Jack whacking Big Jess as he tried to rise from the canvas was unforgettable. But that night Dempsey dreamed he had lost. He jumped out of bed at dawn and ran shoeless into the street to buy a newspaper. Only after he read the headlines did he finally know he was the champ.


	Doubt about his game never disturbed the dreams of Wiliam Tatem Tilden, though other demons may have come calling. The king of tennis was a confident man with a racket in his hand. He often wore a full-length fur coat as he emerged from the locker room onto the court, and sometimes he didn’t bother to warm up at all, preferring instead to sit and sip a bit of champagne before play began. He toyed with inferior opponents—to be sure, almost everyone he played—and often purposely lost the first or second set in order to provide the paying customers a slightly longer show. With his rocket serve and catlike court coverage, Big Bill—his nickname sounds improbable now, since he was a wispy six feet one and a half and 155 pounds—won the U.S. Championships, the forerunner to the U.S. Open, every year from 1920 to 1926, then won again in ’29. His career match record was an unbelievable 907-62. Like Jones, he came from a country club—his on the Philadelphia Main Line—and made rather a fetish of good sportsmanship and fair play. But history would not be kind to Big Bill. Although Tilden was as good as Pete Sampras or Andre Agassi, you rarely hear about him today. The official tennis histories chastely refer to his “tendency to self-destruct.”


	Tilden was gay. Worse, much worse, he preferred barely pubescent partners, particularly German boys, and there were snickers about his “harem of ball boys.” When Ty Cobb first laid eyes on this standoffish and imperially slim tennis champion, Bobby Jones’s friend and fellow Georgian was supposed to have said, “Who is this fruit?”


	On the other side of the same coin was Ruth, a world-class pig for food and drink and a heterosexual so enthusiastic that, according to legend, one night he serviced or was serviced by every girl in a whorehouse. But the glorifying press of the ’20s kept Big Bill’s secrets, as well as the Babe’s.


	The football hero, number 77 for the University of Illinois, was the boy the other boys just could not tackle. Harold “Red” Grange filled the stadium wherever Illinois played, and his performance in the big game with Michigan in 1924 electrified college football: He scored four touchdowns in the first quarter against the top-ranked team in the nation, and by the end of the game had gained 402 yards on twenty-one incredible runs. Illinois won, the newspapers and newsreels covered it like a moon landing, and a legend was born.


	Grange graduated and wanted to do more than take back his old job delivering ice in suburban Chicago. So the Wheaton Iceman, also known as the Galloping Ghost, signed a contract to play for the Chicago Bears. And Red was rich. At a time when a new Chevrolet Roadster cost $495, Grange made about $100,000 from endorsements and public appearances and about half the $250,000 gate receipts from a barnstorming tour in 1925. That its greatest star would turn pro outraged the football establishment, however. “Professionalism will ruin football,” wailed Grange’s college coach, Bob Zuppke. “Countenancing rank dishonesty in playing men under assumed names, scores of professional teams have sprung up in the last two or three years,” moaned the University of Chicago coach, Amos Alonzo Stagg, in a press release. “There is nothing that a bunch of gamblers will not do for their purpose and quite often they carry along with them the support of a thoughtless group of businessmen and well-meaning citizens.”


	Professional or amateur, the sports heroes ascended like angels in the popular mind. But packed stadiums and magazine covers were not the ultimate; the top of the publicity and easy-money pyramid was a movie role. All the sports pantheon went to Hollywood, or wanted to. Dempsey was first. Soon after he won the title, Pathé offered him $50,000 and fifty percent of the gross for a fifteen-part serial called Daredevil Jack, in which the leading man rescued the heroine or her property with his “daring fists” in every episode. Dempsey would make other movies, such as Dead or Alive and All Good Marines, the latter with his friend, actor/mogul Douglas Fairbanks Jr. Doug loved athletes.


	The Babe made Headin’ Home in 1920, which was filmed in the Northeast to accommodate his baseball duties with the Boston Red Sox, for whom he pitched and hit to a win in the World Series of 1918. He played a lovable lug of an iceman (before refrigerators, a big chunk of ice in an icebox kept the food cold), who uses a hatchet to carve a chunk of wood into a baseball bat in his spare time. Long story short, Babe’s character falls for a blonde, wins the World Series with his homemade cudgel, and then he’s headin’ home to see Ma and his sister. It seemed like a hell of a deal for the Babe: He didn’t have to memorize any lines (“talkies” didn’t come in until the end of the decade), and they paid him $50,000. But the movie bombed, the production company went bankrupt, and most of the Babe’s checks bounced. Ruth got only $15,000 and a dozen good stories for happy hour. He liked to take one of his big worthless checks out of his wallet and show it around to his mates at the bar.


	Grange acted in a film called One Minute to Play, in which he portrayed— surprise!—a halfback who wins the big game. Tilden, the one real thespian in the group, intended to make movies after he turned pro late in his playing career, but his off-putting personality prevented him from landing a role. So Big Bill scratched his creative itch by writing a novel and acting in a play.


	Hollywood—and Broadway—wanted Jones, too, and for good money. He didn’t go. And that $50,000 house fund his Atlanta boosters gave him? He gave it back.


	It was a conflicted age. Jazz floated on the night air like hop smoke, while sex and atheism were suddenly fit topics of conversation, and it seemed that a lot of people believed in both. Widespread secret drinking made bootleggers and mobsters rich and turned millions of tipplers into minor criminals. But the 1920s was also a deeply conservative decade. Moral nerds had taken charge in the United States, the “blue-nosed, crack-voiced hypocrites,” as writer Frederick Lewis Allen called them, crones who denied Americans a legal drink from 1917 to 1933. Despite its staggering sacrifice of money and lives, the Great War had not been a war to end all wars, as it had been advertised, and it had not made the world safe for democracy. The stock market was a crazy national lottery and everyone was winning—until suddenly, they weren’t. Alienation and disillusionment reigned, especially as themes for novelists. Although the United States was too big and complicated to have only one dominant mood, the empty, desperate party people of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby may have defined the time pretty well.


	One reaction to the perceived decline in Western civilization was that a lot of people, frequently sportswriters, got all misty over the Amateur Ideal. Here was Ruth holding out for an absurd $80,000 before spring training in 1930—but that golfer from Atlanta wouldn’t take a dime. How wonderful that he played only for the love of the game! A prodigy in the public eye since he was fourteen, Bobby had grown up on the sports page, drawn by the pens of Rice and Keeler and Damon Runyon. Youthful problems with his temper seemed charming in light of his accomplishment: runner-up in the U.S. Amateur at age seventeen! The U.S. Open champion at age twenty-one! And on and on until he’d won everything. He never forgot a name, he shook hands with manly firmness, and always remembered to say thank you. Four times in big tournaments he called penalties on himself for the most minor infractions, breaches that brought him no advantage and were visible only to him. In one instance, the penalty stroke might have cost him the 1925 U.S. Open. He was thoroughly admirable, social, and handsome as a movie star. Every year he turned down a lot of money to remain an amateur.


	Of all the athletes of the Golden Age, he was the easiest to put on a pedestal—and to keep there.


	But fame is fleeting as the wind, as poet James Wilson wrote, and glory fades away. Dempsey lost the title in a memorable fight with Gene Tunney, Grange hurt his knee, and Ruth too quickly got fat and old. In time, the best American writers deconstructed the heroes of the Golden Age. Robert Creamer wrote Babe; Roger Kahn gave us A Flame of Pure Fire, the dirty low-down on Dempsey; and Frank Deford recounted the sad life of the tennis hero in Big Bill. But except for Triumphant Journey by Dick Miller, the Jones story has been told only by Jones himself or by writers who admired him so ardently that their words are little more than numbing gusts of PR. They overdo it. When one of these apostles writes that Jones “is still the only person ever to enjoy two (ticker-tape parades)”—despite the fact that Admiral Richard Byrd had three and seven others had two—is this merely thin research or another adoring lie? Whatever, by ascribing to him every Boy Scout virtue, they’ve done the impossible: They’ve made Bobby Jones boring. They hear organ music from a stone cathedral when they summon his memory; I hear the theme from a James Bond film and imagine Jones— at least in 1930—as Bond himself, an international agent doing the impossible with utter aplomb, his hair perfect, his clothes impeccable, his manner suave and ironic. Neither version is all right or all wrong, of course. For Jones was a real man with sweat on his face and at least the average number of demons in his head, and he was no Boy Scout.


	“The key to understanding Jones is to understand his priorities,” intones one of his current hagiographers. “They were God, family, occupation, and, lastly, golf.” Which is bullshit. God? God! In half a million published words and in over four thousand letters in the USGA museum and Emory University archives and in scores of speeches in which he accepted the trophy for first place, Jones never once thanked the Lord for his blessings. Well, a couple of times he invoked the deity. When he hit his ball out-of-bounds on the second-to-last hole in the 1930 Savannah Open, and it hit a car and came back onto the golf course, Jones commented that “the Lord held my hand.” In the ’30 U.S. Open, when his topped three-wood skimmed off the surface of a pond and finished safely on the opposite shore, Jones said, “The Lord must have had his arms around me.” And he wrote “God Bless You” on his Christmas card to his patron, Bob Woodruff, one year. That’s it, or mostly it.


	He did use the word God often, as in “that goddamn lawn mower” or “that goddamn golf ball.” He had been the little boy who asked his parents what people who didn’t play golf did on Sundays, and he would be the bedridden old man who converted to Catholicism, after resisting for a long time, just to please his wife.


	Family? Yes, quite true. His key relationship was the one with his father, to whom he was closer than anyone on earth. Their history bore a superficial but interesting resemblance to two other fathers and their famous sons, Theodorus and Vincent van Gogh and Vernon and Elvis Presley. The van Goghs of Groot-Zundert, the Netherlands, had a baby, Vincent, who died at birth. A year later, in 1853, they had another child, also named Vincent. Most of a century later, on a frigid early morning in northern Mississippi, Gladys Presley gave birth to twin boys. The first child, Jessie Garon, was stillborn. Elvis Aron was delivered thirty-five minutes later. One of the first things both Vincent and Elvis learned was that they had a dead identical brother looking down on them from heaven. Both V and E struggled all their lives to measure up to the legend of their invisible siblings, who had been so close to them in age and name. Both tried to prove themselves in very public ways. But Vincent would be a suicide, and Elvis, well, we all know about his delusions and drugs and peanut butter and ’nanner sandwiches.


	Bobby Jones had an older brother, too. His name was William. The first child of Big Bob and the former Clara Merrick Thomas was born only a year or so into their marriage, but the blessed event immediately became heartbreaking. The child had something wrong with his digestive system—pyloric stenosis? esophageal reflux? Whatever, he just couldn’t keep any food down. Wiliam lived just three months. The Joneses tried again; their second child was born about a year after the death of the first, on March 17, St. Patrick’s Day, 1902. Mrs. Jones wanted to name the baby Patrick, according to family lore, but instead they called him Robert Tyre after his paternal grandfather. But it couldn’t have been long before Big Bob and Clara discovered to their horror that their second son apparently had the same disorder that had killed poor William.


	The sickly baby cried but survived on liquids (until age five) and love. His parents invested all hope in Bobby; Clara had no more children, and Big Bob carried his heir around on a pillow. There’s no record that they whispered the name of Wiliam, the blameless dead brother, the way Gladys Presley invoked Jessie to Elvis, but something Big Bob and Clara did or said produced a perfectionist child with an insatiable desire to excel. Some view Bobby’s core motivation to have been a desire to please others, particularly his father, but the people who hold this theory are not golfers, because golf above the hacker level is seductively, possibly sinfully, self-centered. It’s all about you. Achievement in golf exalts the self just as much as winning a boxing match or an election. Bobby’s success made Big Bob proud, of course, but he was no Machiavellian stage father blackmailing his boy to win-win-win to flatter his own ego. Theirs was a healthy and successful father-son relationship, with love and respect moving in both directions.


	One measure of the depth of Bobby’s feeling for his father was the lie he told every time he signed his name. Starting at about age eleven, and for the rest of his life, he added a Jr. or Jun. to the end of his signature. He wasn’t a junior; Big Bob’s middle name was Purmedus and Bobby’s was Tyre. But the suffix saluted his mentor, his best friend, his dad.


	As for his own kids, Miller tells us that Bobby the father “had no great love for children,” that he was a distant parent who stayed out of the child-rearing fray until Clara, Robert, and Mary Ellen were nearly teenagers.


	Occupation was supposed to be Jones’s third priority, another dubious claim. Although Bobby eventually settled on a career in law, throughout his twenties in the 1920s he didn’t really have an occupation. But he had a lot of jobs: student of mechanical engineering (Georgia School of Technology), student of English literature (a second undergraduate degree, for some reason, from Harvard), author (a memoir at age twenty-five), real estate salesman (at a golf course development in Sarasota, Florida), law student, columnist, executive of the Atlanta Crackers minor-league baseball team, lawyer (with his father’s firm, Jones, Evins, Powers, and Jones often in the dullest corner of the profession, real estate conveyance), public figure, and golfer.


	Occupation didn’t preoccupy him, but money did. Jones plainly felt that he wasn’t pulling his weight financially. He didn’t have the time or attention to do much legal work in 1930, but there he was with a house in the best neighborhood in Atlanta, a wife who liked hats, two kids, a couple of servants, and several country club memberships. His grandfather, Robert, and Robert Woodruff were his financial angels. Woodruff would get Jones into the bottling business when bottling Coke was like minting money.


	“If I have any genius at all, it must be for play,” Jones wrote in his autobiography, Down the Fairway. “I love to play … It seems I love almost any pursuit except work. I even like going to school.” Even this sentence seems playful, because Jones actually worked hard—or hard enough—on whatever was in front of him. He was at Emory, studying law, when he wrote that book with O. B. Keeler. Halfway through the second year of the two-year course, he took the bar exam and passed it. Bobby was obviously more a worker than a player.


	Whether this skipping around indicates that Jones was an intellectually restless Renaissance Man or a typically indecisive young man is a matter of interpretation. At any rate, he eased the pain of finding himself with a little bourbon and a lot of golf. Schoolwork and study were not high priorities. Despite his reputation for academic brilliance, the Gentleman’s C was his stock-in-trade at the Georgia School of Technology and at Harvard. His transcript at Tech was also littered with lots of grades in the 60s; anything below that was an F.


	And where did golf rank in Jones’s hierarchy? Could it have really been fourth behind God, Mom, and Justice? No way: It’s far more truthful to say that golf was Bobby’s religion, and his occupation, and the best and happiest part of his life. And yet the challenge and nuance of golf was not enough for his wide-ranging mind. He liked to read and write and think and drink. Golf obsessed him only in bursts.


	Much has been made of how little Jones played during his competitive prime, as further proof of his genius and his dedication to amateurism. This line from O. B. Keeler in The Bobby Jones Story (1953) has been quoted over and over: “Bobby without any doubt played less formal or competitive golf in the eight years of his championships than any other first-rank golfer, amateur or professional, in the world.” Charles Price was apparently inspired by Keeler’s comment in his introduction to Bobby Jones on Golf (1969): “Jones played less formal golf during his championship years than virtually all of the players he beat, and he beat everybody in the world worth beating.” True, when winter turned the Bermuda grass at East Lake to the color and texture of shredded wheat, Jones seldom got the clubs out. Starting in 1928, his first full year with his father’s law firm, his routine called for Wednesday afternoon games with Big Bob and his cronies—Bobby was the kind of young man older men like, not all full of himself—and Sunday golf with whomever, possibly even with Mary, Mom, and Dad. He played one or two other times a week, often with Chick Ridley, the 1924 Georgia Amateur champion. But Jones’s pace increased before and during the three or four weeklong tournaments he played each summer. And he’d had intervals in which he kept a club in his hand constantly, such as in Florida in 1926, when he played every day for six months with Tommy Armour, one of the greatest of professional golfers. (Armour had to accept a one-up advantage per nine to make their matches competitive because, he said, “Jones was that goddamn good.”)


	Jones didn’t play and practice constantly for the same reason he didn’t practice tying his shoes. He’d gotten it, and four rounds a week, nine months a year was plenty for him to keep it. As for frequency of competition, quantity does not equal quality. Ben Hogan proved this succinctly in 1953, when he teed it up in only six serious tournaments and won five. Jones knew how much practice he needed—not a lot—and how many tournaments were best for him—not many. He found a pace that kept him fresh and interested.


	His very public secret weapon was his column, “Bobby Jones Says.” Jones was not a fast writer, and he tried to make each essay a little masterpiece—so for most of two days a week he did little but ponder technique, strategy, equipment, fans, his competitors, bunker rakes, and tournaments. He recognized that golf is ultimately a mental game, a contest of self-control; committing his deepest thoughts to paper was therefore wonderful practice.


	He had a lot to think about. And a very big secret he never revealed to his readers.


	As 1929 became 1930, Jones faced a unique prospect. He’d be like a bank robber who plans to go straight—after he knocks off four more banks. Maybe that writer who put God, family, and occupation one-two-three in Bobby’s heart had it half right: The key to understanding Jones was to understand his priorities. And his priority, his first job and preoccupation, contained dangerous and delicious irony.


	He had been playing in big-time golf tournaments for fourteen years, half his life. How he’d suffered for his art: emotionally, physically, and financially, the cost of keeping a world-class golf game had become too high. Perhaps the heaviest part of the burden was the weight of expectation. “Tournament golf began to pall,” he wrote many years later, “when anything less than victory was regarded as a failure by my friends, and by me.”


	Like most writers and many golfers, he was a brooder, and he had thought long thoughts on those interminable train trips to this tournament or that, and on ponderous ocean liners crossing the Atlantic, or while staring at the wall in his office. He searched the air for a way out and found it. A simple plan, conceived in 1926 and committed to gradually: Get up on the cross one last time. Embrace like a lover this thing he no longer wanted any part of. Play in all four of the big tournaments, win them, and quit. Jones was canny enough to realize the enormity of the challenge and the enormity of the reward that success would bring. If he could do it, he’d create a brand as indelible as Coca-Cola. He’d set himself up for life.


	But everything that happened in the summer of ’30 almost didn’t. He seemed to abandon the plan for a time. There were shocks along the way. And a big shock at the end.






              
          



    
            

  
  
  	
    		1

    		Is Modest as Usual

  	

  

  

  


	


	
	
		“If personality is an unbroken series of successful gestures, then there was something gorgeous about him, some heightened sensitivity to the promises of life…”

	
		—F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby




	Tuesday, February I5, 1930, 8:00 P.M.

	Atlanta


	Smith and Jones got on the train. They were two young men in tailored suits. Smith had the long, slim physique of a male model and a smile full of straight teeth. Jones was shorter, rounder, and even more handsome than his traveling companion. In the regal solidity of his body and in the calm, composed way he regarded the world, Jones looked like a man who was always about to be recognized and was ready for it.


	Smith and Jones wore hats, as fashion demanded for well-dressed men when out of doors. Beneath their fedoras both men were impressively barbered, with center parts and some sort of hairdressing. Was that the vanilla scent of Murray’s Super Light, the pomade in the orange tin? Smith’s hair was wavy and light brown. The oiled hair on Jones’s head adhered to his scalp and would have looked blue-black in the station lights.


	Black men in dark uniforms and red hats hustled around the station. “Allow me, sir,” they said at the curb out front, loading luggage onto low carts. “What train, sir?” The red caps off-loaded the carts into baggage cars or into the private rooms of fancy travelers, and then they stood by for a tip. They might have noticed when they stowed the golf bags of the two handsome, young men that one set of clubs clinked and the other clattered. Horton Smith had the latest thing, steel shafts. Bobby Jones was sticking with his hickories.


	A blue-suited conductor looked at a Hamilton pocket watch and sang out, “B-o-o-ard,” just like in the old movies, and the Central of Georgia Railway Passenger Train Number 4 chugged out of Union Station. The Number 4 rolled south from Atlanta and stopped in Griffin, then Macon, where it connected with a train from Columbus. And then it lumbered through the night southeast to the coast, stopping at intervals—in Gordon, McIntyre, Millen, and elsewhere, for coal and water and mail and passengers. It was just about the route General William Sherman followed in 1864 in the War of Northern Aggression, as they called it in Georgia and call it still. A couple of hours before its 8:00 A.M. arrival in Savannah, the train reached the sandy coastal plain, and the dozing passengers felt the land flatten.


	Jones must have felt five ways strange, as the steel wheels rolled and the train swayed in rhythm from side to side. What the hell was he doing? He almost never played a golf tournament this early in the year. If the winter weather was raw, he didn’t even get the clubs out until March or April. The Savannah Morning News got in a dither when it heard there was a possibility he would play in for the inaugural Savannah Open. “Bob Likes City; Wants to Come,” the headline read the day before he got on the train.


	“I’ve been trying as hard as I could to get in shape for the Savannah tournament, but the weather has been so tricky here and the greens in such bad shape that I haven’t made much progress,” Bobby told a reporter, even though he’d just shot a nine-under-par 63 at his home club, East Lake, tying his own course record. Apparently, he was thinking of his first round of the year, a week before, when he played in an exhibition match and shot 80. “The most trying time of the year for the golfer is always the time when he comes out of hibernation and begins to tune his game back to a point where he can enjoy it,” Jones wrote in his column of February 15. “After a long winter layoff, each club feels like a broom handle and each ball when struck transmits a shock up the shaft which makes the player think he has hit a lump of iron … The first failure is in the length of the backswing …”


	Jones did not mention in his column that he’d been working out for the first and last time in his career and that there was less jiggle under his shirt than usual as a result. His workout consisted of a game of Doug—named for its inventor, actor Douglas Fairbanks Jr.—which was a cross between badminton and tennis played indoors. The court was on the stage of the underutilized Atlanta Theatre; Bobby knew the owner. A set or two in the middle of the day, maybe another couple of sets after work—it was no triathlon, but it was better than eating.


	More headlines followed in the next Morning News:


	
		“BOBBY JONES ON WAY TO SAVANNAH”




	
		“Fires Opening Gun Here in Strenuous Campaign”




	
		“IS MODEST AS USUAL”




	
		“Says Pros Will Probably Give Him a Licking”




	Over another story entitled “Open Champion Is Due at 8 o’clock,” the Sunday paper ran a big two-column knees-to-head photograph of Georgia’s hero. Behind the image of Bobby, an artist had drawn a circular design that looked a lot like a halo.


	“Bobby Jones stayed with us in August 1924, when I was just two,” recalls Armin Cay Chisolm. Her daddy, Gene Cay of Palmer and Cay Insurance, had just built a spacious, hurricane-proof red brick house over by the high school. In an exhibition match, Cay and pro Dave Spittal opposed Bobby and Perry Adair, two young hotshots down from Atlanta. The entire large gallery gasped when Jones took a triple-bogey seven on the first hole at the Savannah Golf Club, but he recovered his poise as quickly as he lost it, and his polite charm. Bobby’s infrequent visits became a cherished part of Savannah golf history and Cay family lore. His picture went up on a wall in the SGC clubhouse and hasn’t been taken down since. He posed again with little Armin and drank and laughed at the house with Mr. Cay and other cocktail-hour visitors. “We always said there were more drinks drunk in my father’s pantry than at Toots Shor’s in New York,” says Mrs. Chisolm. One night during The Week Bobby Stayed, the cat poked a golf ball out of a bag and knocked it down the oak-planked stairs, waking everyone up. The Cays called the cat Bobby Jones from then on.


	“Some time later—I don’t remember the year—we were going down to Sea Island to play some golf, and Bobby Jones was in the car,” recalls Mrs. Chisolm. “Daddy had borrowed a big old phaeton from Dr. Barrow for the occasion. We slowed down almost to a stop for some highway work, which was being done by a chain gang. The top was down in the car, and one of the men looked in and said, ‘Lawd God! Look at Miss Jeannie Cay on her way to Flory-da in a Caddy-lac car!’ ” Little Miss Cay was delighted to be recognized by Tadpole, one of the caddies from Savannah Golf Club, who was obviously down on his luck.


	Now Bobby would give Savannah another story to tell and retell—but at some cost to his routine and to his health. He announced that he’d be playing in six tournaments this year—he sometimes played as few as two—and that he’d be teeing up in all four of the then-major tournaments. In fourteen years as a serious competitor, he’d done that only twice before. Various pundits commented on “Bobby’s strenuous schedule,” but no one brought up the possibility that he might win the four majors. The idea had no currency; no one used the phrase “Grand Slam” unless they were talking about bridge or baseball. According to biographer Dick Miller, only three people knew the real plan: Big Bob, Mary, and Keela.


	That was another odd thing, to be on a train going to a golf tournament without O. B. Keeler, which was pronounced “Keela” by himself and by Bobby. Jones’s “shadow,” as one of the Savannah newspapers referred to him, had taken the somewhat adventurous step of driving down from Atlanta. Adventurous because not all the roads between the two cities were paved—you could get stuck, or stranded, particularly if it rained, and flats were a constant threat with the thin rubber tires that cars had then. O.B. was bringing his wife, Eleanor, a further disruption; Keeler usually shared a room or a suite with Bobby. But at least he’d be there. Since the mid-1910s, O.B. and his typewriter and his bottle of corn had gone wherever Bobby went.


	So no Keeler. In his place was this twenty-one-year-old from Springfield, Missouri, who didn’t drink and didn’t smoke and looked like the best player in the world. Horton Smith, who had won eight tournaments the previous winter on his first real try at the pro tour, had spent the previous two days in Atlanta. “The tall boy showed up at East Lake and we promptly arranged games for the following day,” Jones would recall in his column (Horton stood six feet one; Jones, five eight). Bobby loved the rhythm and simplicity of his guest’s upright swing, “but the best part of the whole thing comes after the green is reached,” he wrote. “He is the best putter in the world … he has every attribute of temperament required and a healthy, strong body, of which he takes perfect care.”


	Jones had recognized a golfer who could beat him in 1930.


	During those two rounds on the course that he had played all his life, Bobby observed how Smith locked his wrists by arching them forward when he putted, a stiff style contrary to his own loose-as-a-goose approach to every golf shot. But Horton hinged and unhinged a lot when he chipped and pitched, and he hit these short shots almost as well as he putted. Jones, noticed; he’d been having trouble with the mashie niblick (seven-iron), a club he liked to use from about 100 yards in. So Bobby changed his stroke slightly, in imitation of Horton’s handsy technique.


	Smith shot 68 and 69 at East Lake with his steel-shafted irons and beat his host twice, but there were no hard feelings: The two amiable gentlemen hit it off well enough to decide to travel to Savannah together and to share a suite at the hotel when they got there. What made Jones and Smith such a good match? Bobby liked that Horton quite obviously knew how to win a golf tournament; he’d done so nine times in his very brief career. The few men who could discipline themselves to keep swinging and thinking under the most severe pressure shared what amounted to a fluency in a secret language.


	Horton had gone to college, which Bobby was bound to admire. Two years at Missouri State Teachers’ wasn’t much when held next to Jones’s pedigree, of course, but it made him a scholar compared to the other American pros. More important, Smith showed a pleasing smoothness with a golf club and with people, an unfailing politeness that Bobby himself had always had. In a word, Horton and Bobby were always appropriate. Smith became famous for getting in the car or on the train to the next tournament and writing thank-you notes to tournament sponsors and volunteers, while the other guys passed around a whiskey bottle. Both Smith and Jones were meticulous, bordering on fussy, regarding proper conduct and dress, as if they were setting examples for their more rustic peers. When Bobby looked across the dining-car table at the young man from Joplin, he saw a lot of himself.


	Smith had planned a career in education, but success at golf had interrupted his momentum toward a teaching degree. After he won the Class B championship of the Midwest PGA in 1926, he gave himself to the game full-time. As the nineteen-year-old pro at Jefferson Country Club in Missouri, he qualified for the 1927 U.S. Open at Oakmont in suburban Pittsburgh, which Tommy Armour won and where he met Jones. Smith’s second win on the loosely organized pro tour caused quite a splash because of his youth and because of the identity of the runner-up. Walter Hagen birdied the final three holes and shot 29 for the last nine of the 1928 Catalina Island Open but still couldn’t overtake the young man from Missouri. As he won more and more tournaments in ’29 and ’30, and sensing that Smith was here to stay, writers tried out nicknames to replace his plain vanilla surname. The Joplin Ghost stuck; the Missouri Rover and the Joplin Jigger Juggler did not.


	Hagen told a writer in his high-pitched foghorn that of all the new young golfers on the scene, this Horton Smith impressed him most. Praise from Caesar: Not only was the high-living Hagen one of the best professional golfers in the world and the most electric figure in the game, he could make you rich. As the undisputed king of exhibition golf, Hagen often took someone new to join him on a tour of the boondocks to show the locals how well the game could be played. Late in ’29, he chose the clean-cut Smith to be his foil on such a tour. Sir Walter drank champagne from a ladies shoe, but the Joplin Ghost never touched the stuff. For about one hundred dates, they were golf’s odd couple.


	Hagen could also enrich a brother professional in a less direct way. As the semi-permanent captain of the United States Ryder Cup team, Sir Walter was so wired in that for the first couple of Ryder Cups, he picked the team. For the ’29 match, the second ever and the first on English soil, he selected Smith, his conqueror at Catalina Island. A place in the international all-star game of professional golf meant instant prestige, which might mean a better club job and a higher exhibition fee.


	So in May 1929, Horton from Missourah became an International and a teammate to the best American pros, among them cocky Gene Sarazen and charming Johnny Farrell, two New Yorkers; Leo Diegel, from Detroit, who was strung tighter than a cello; gentle, taciturn Ed Dudley, a Carolina country boy; Al Espinosa, who had beaten Smith in the semifinals of the 1928 PGA and Hagen.


	Horton played one match in the ’29 Ryder Cup, against Fred Robson, who stated after his defeat that he’d never had an opponent who made him feel so ineffectual. “[Smith’s] swing was smooth and slow and beautiful,” wrote Henry Longhurst of the Manchester Guardian, “and he putted like a violinist.” Bernard Darwin of the Times of London was equally impressed. “Smith is a joy to watch,” he wrote, “easy, elegant and of a horrid certainty.”


	Circumstance and high achievement would tie Smith and Jones together again and again in 1930 and thereafter, and in time their lives would attain an eerie similarity. This was the week they became friends—and rivals. Bobby and Horton were about to engage in a polite death match.


	Wedn​esday, February 19

	Savannah


	With hisses and clouds from the steam engines and a long shriek of brakes, the Number 4 train arrived at the Central of Georgia passenger station in Savannah. The Pullman porters, who never seemed to sleep, helped the passengers gather their belongings and put on their coats. During the night they had brushed your suit, emptied your trash, and shined your shoes, and now they offered you a newspaper. “Thanks, George,” you’d say; everybody called his train servant George, partly for shorthand, and partly in honor of George M. Pullman, the inventor of the sleeper car. In the last act in the ritual, the porter briskly brushed a gentleman’s hat and handed it back with a smile. Then the gentleman handed over a tip.


	Smith and Jones got off the train. They smiled for the cameras and tipped the red caps and got into a waiting car, which took them the six blocks to their hotel.


	The city would have been excited about its first annual Open even without him, but with Jones playing, Savannah got a serious case of the vapors. The Junior League, which volunteered to sell tickets, reported brisk sales of three-dollar, three-day passes. Fred Howden, the tournament chairman, reserved for himself and his brother, Mike, the honor of playing a practice round with Bobby, and he hoped the great man would want to play thirty-six holes (he didn’t). “Thursday, Friday and Saturday Savannahians will be treated to a spectacle greater than anything it has witnessed since Oglethorpe gave Tomochichi nine strokes and beat him for the Yamacraw open championship,” blustered C. F. Holton on February 19 in the evening paper, the Savannah Press (the reference was to the English founder of Georgia and the Yamacraw Indian chief who allowed the Europeans to build Savannah). “With Bob in the ring, there will be some action,” Holton continued. “Instead of its being anybody’s fight now it is the field against Jones.”


	The professionals arrived in town in dribs and drabs, two or three to a LaSalle or a Model A, and they were stiff and dank from the six-hundred-mile drive from Pensacola. The tour traveled by car, and the Ford Model A was the Camry of its day, the most popular model in the country. Only it was cooler than a Camry; Hollywood royalty Douglas Fairbanks Sr. and his wife, Mary Pickford, picked up the sporty successor to the Model T soon after it debuted in 1928. Passengers in the Model As narrow front seat were always bumping elbows, and it rode like a bucking bronco on rough roads, but the A had a spacious backseat and could average forty miles an hour and seventeen miles per gallon if the roads were good. Gasoline cost fifteen to twenty-five cents a gallon. The tank held ten gallons. Bigger cars like the Packard could maintain a speed of fifty miles per hour under perfect conditions, but a Packard Eight cost $2,700, far more than the $795 Ford. Radios and air-conditioning didn’t grace any make or model in 1930, of course, and the interstate highway system lay far in the future. Although Buick made a coupe in 1930 with a built-in compartment for golf clubs that had its own cute little door just behind the passenger door, not much could be done to ease the pain of cross-country car travel. Trains were the way to go, if you could afford it.


	The touring pros stuck stiff legs out of their cars at the golf course or in front of their hotel, straightening ties and tucking in shirttails. A few of them were staying in the DeSoto, the best lodging in town. It had a pool; a rocker-filled, wraparound eight-thousand-square-foot verandah; and a view of the river and of the moss-hung trees in Johnson Square Park. Smith and Jones would share a suite at the popular but less-fancy Savannah Hotel, which cost only $1.50 a night for a single, $2.50 and up with bath, but no additional charge for the radio in each of its three hundred rooms. There wasn’t much charm or sense of occasion at the Savannah; you got out of your Hupmobile, walked across eight feet of sidewalk, and you were in. The front desk was on your right, past the cigar stand.
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