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INTRODUCTION
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When I first set out to write a book tracing the origins and charting the evolution of this strange sport in which a number of special clubs are used to hit a small, stationary ball into a series of widely spaced holes in the ground, I encountered pretty much universal reactions of befuddlement and disbelief from my fellow players that could probably best be summarized as, “Who gives a rat’s patootie about the history of golf? Just tell me how in hell to play the stupid game.”


I was tempted to respond by quoting the famous admonition made by the great philosopher George Santayana (16-handicap, played a big fade, a demon with the flat stick)—namely, that those who do not study history are condemned to study much more difficult subjects like trigonometry, Latin, or Russian literature—but I realized they had a point.


After all, this frustrating, infuriating, but ultimately captivating pastime has plenty of far more pressing mysteries to unravel than the question of where it came from—truly knotty problems like taming a snaphook, or battling the yips, or curing a case of the shanks.


And, honestly, who cares whether the head case who dreamed the whole thing up was a Scottish whackjob, a Dutch whackjob, or even a Chinese whackjob? We still have to figure out how to slash a ball out of hip-high rough, or blast a sand shot from an unraked footprint in a bunker, or hit a duffed drive off the ladies’ tee with dignity.


Well, the fact is that the numerous and often quite detailed accounts of the genesis and growth of golf really do have much of practical value to offer even casual students of the game, who can derive immediate and tangible benefits from little more than a passing familiarity with a few key items in the sport’s rich chronology.


For instance, if your tee shot on a water hole lands in the drink, you might want to remind your fellow players of the royal decree promulgated by King James in 1606 guaranteeing “safe, free, and fair passage over all ye waters and washes of ye realm, be they firths, lochs, tarns, burns, runnels, sloughs, fens, or bogs, for all and sundry, and for their goods and chattels, without hindrance, fee, or penalty, from now and for all time.”


Similarly, a golfer who finds his or her ball in an obstructed lie behind a large tree would do well to recall Admiralty Order 27 issued by the Sea Lords of the Cinque Ports in 1557 reserving prime stands of timber for future use as spars in ships of the Royal Navy and requiring all persons to take such steps as are reasonably necessary to preserve particularly fine woodland specimens from harm, including, of course, preventing the damage that could be caused by a blocked shot that chipped the bark of an obvious candidate for conversion into the mast of a frigate.


And a competitor facing a hopeless downhill double-breaking twenty-five-foot money putt on the 18th hole of a Sunday skins match might choose to cite the Edinburgh Council’s prohibition of 1592 against “playing golf in time of sermons” and insist on a draw, perhaps accompanying his opportune recollection of the ban on Sabbath play with a sharp slap to his forehead to display remorse at his prior forgetfulness of the obligation to engage in more appropriately pious pursuits on the day of rest.


Now surely, out of a sense of respect for the time-honored customs and centuries-old traditions of golf, and in recognition of the memorable exploits on the links of so many legendary players celebrated in its chronicles, you owe it to yourself and, yes, to the very spirit of this great game, to take a do-over on that tee shot that got wet, throw that stymied ball out into the fairway, and pick up that putt.


And in any event, always bear in mind that, as was so aptly remarked by the noted essayist and critic Ralph “Wild-o” Emerson (a scratch player but inclined to spray his drives, hence his nickname), the only reason it’s called “golf” is that all the other four-letter words were already taken.





AUTHOR’S NOTE
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All of the individual time line entries in the chronology contained in this book are based on actual facts or events recorded in contemporary accounts or reported by reputable sources. The various explications, amplifications, and digressions that follow the initial historical reference in each dated item basically consist of the very same thing most golfers encounter out on the course every day as the play this challenging game—a whole lot of really ridiculous lies.
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TEEING OFF
732–1899
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732


Relics of Saint Andrew, patron saint of Scotland and of golf, are brought from Constantinople to Cill Rimhinn, the ancient Celtic site of the modern-day town of St. Andrews. The relics are said to include the apostle’s right middle finger, a left kneecap with evidence of severe ACL damage, portions of a mangled rotator cuff, an ingenious hip-socket replacement made of ivory, a copper arthritis bracelet, and a pair of sandals with spikes on the soles.


733


In the first of a long series of miracles in Scotland attributed to Saint Andrew over the centuries, a dry well in Troon begins pumping pure whiskey and a flock of sheep in Carnoustie suddenly produce an abundance of a strange new wool that is a 50-50 blend of Polarfleece and polyester.



872


A contemporary account of various sports featured at the coronation of King Alfred the Great of the Saxons refers to players “driving balls wide over the fields.” In addition to establishing the length of a solidly hit drive (220 yards) as his kingdom’s basic unit of measurement (the furlong), the scholarly monarch presided over the standardization of the spelling and pronunciation of the key Anglo-Saxon four-letter words that are such an indispensable part of the game of golf.


1009


According to the noted golf historian Sir Walter Simpson, sometime early in the eleventh century a lone Scottish shepherd began idly hitting round pebbles with his shepherd’s crook along the bare coastal links land where his flock grazed. One day, after watching his pebble disappear into a gorse bush, he dropped a new round pebble a couple of crook lengths away, rolled it over onto a nice tuft of turf, forgot the original stroke, ignored the lost-pebble penalty, hit a do-over shot, threw his pebble out of a sandy hollow, then gave himself a putt that was a full fifteen paces from the rabbit hole he was playing toward, and thus, in a single afternoon, invented all the basic elements of modern golf except for product endorsements and tiresome TV commentary.


1066


William the Conqueror defeats the Saxons at the Battle of Hastings and establishes Norman rule over England, bringing with him the rich repertoire of rude Gallic hand gestures of disgust, contempt, and derision that future golfers will find so effective when coupled with English expletives.


1200–1250


Dongxuan Records maintained during the Song dynasty describe a game called chuiwan (rough translation: “pointless and infuriating nonsense” or “source of earthly discord”) played with a set of ten clubs inlaid with jade and gold (melamine and lead in the rental sets); balls with pigskin covers and solid inner cores filled with beef, pork, or shrimp; and a pair of delicate eight-foot-long bamboo chopsticks for use as a ball retriever.



1297


Earliest recorded instance of a golflike game called kolf being played in Holland. The sport, which involved using a curved stick to hit a two-pound ball toward a goal post, was more challenging than it sounds since in addition to wearing wooden shoes, the kolfers wore a wooden glove and, depending on the weather, either wooden shorts or wooden foul-weather gear. Kolf is variously translated as “stick,” “club,” “bat,” “chunk,” “skull,” “choke,” and “cheat.”


1320


The Declaration of Arbroath formally recognizes Scotland’s conversion to Christianity by Saint Andrew. The parallel Declaration of Areyoudaft? specifically rejects Islam due to its prohibition against beers at the halfway house and rounds of cocktails in the taproom; Judaism for its dietary laws forbidding the consumption of hot dogs and of bacon, a key ingredient of club sandwiches; and Buddhism because of its nonviolent principles that seem to preclude deliberately hitting balls into a slower group of players on the hole ahead.



1353


The first printed reference to the game of chole, a team sport popular in Flanders played with iron-headed clubs and wooden balls that was a sort of cross-country version of a modern-day charity golf scramble with some croquet thrown in. Chole no doubt had an influence on golf, but there was one major difference between the two games: Choleurs were actually permitted to hit their opponents’ balls away from the target or into a hazard from time to time, instead of just stepping on them, running them over with a golf cart, or surreptitiously kicking them into a ditch.


1421


Scottish soldiers sent to help a French garrison town resist an English siege are introduced to chole. On their return home, the Scots officers are thought to have brought back key elements of the French game, which were soon incorporated into the native version. They also imported several other useful pieces of French sporting culture that have become inseparable parts of golf: le boîtement truqe (the fake limp), la tape sur les nerfs (the needle), la toux opportune (the well-timed cough), l’éternuement étouffe (the stifled sneeze), and la feinte du lâchement d’un pet faite avec lèvre et langue (the simulated farting sound made with the lips and tongue).



1425–1435


A Ming dynasty silkscreen scroll clearly depicts Emperor Xuande tapping a ball toward a golf hole on what appears to be a formal putting green. Recent excavations of Ming tombs have turned up fascinating artifacts that seem to support the case for this Chinese version of the game, including a teak sedan chair designed to be carried by four coolies with a space in back to strap on two golf bags, a tray for balls, and a pair of cup holders; a set of exquisitely detailed, life sized, terra-cotta statuettes depicting the Ten Auspicious Positions of the Heavenly Swing; and the graves of more than a hundred ritually executed caddies.


1457


Concerned that these sports are taking valuable time away from archery practice during a period of military threats from the English, King James II of Scotland issues a decree that “the futballe and golfe be utterly cryed down and not to be used,” but the order specifically exempts “the hoolieganisme and the wilde rowdinesse of the futballe fannes” as well as “the hurlinge of the clubbes as be practised upon the linkes.”



1470


The ban on golf is renewed by James III, and several new sports are added to the list: “the puffe-poole, the pyngeponge, the slappe-jacques, the knocke-hockie, and the tossinge of the frissbie.”


1491


The golf ban is reaffirmed by James IV with language expressly proscribing what appear to have been attempts to continue playing the game under different names, including “flogge, goofe, golaff, screweballe, and feckheade.”
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1492


Columbus discovers the future birthplace of Tiger Woods.


1502


With the signing of the Treaty of Glasgow, hostilities between England and Scotland come to an end, and the ban on golf is lifted. A clause in the treaty insisted upon by the Scots explicitly permits the wearing of kilts while playing golf, thereby setting the stage for centuries of tasteless and laughable golfing attire.



1502–1504


James IV makes the first recorded purchases of sets of golf clubs and balls, as noted in the accounts of the Lord High Treasurer in two separate entries about a year and a half apart:


“Item: The xxi day of September, to the bowmaker of Perth for clubs and clubbhead covvers bearing the likenesses of a Lyone, an Unicorne, a Griffin, a Falcone, Punch, Judie, Tobey, a Crockodyle, and the Deville—xiii shillings.”


“Item: The third day of Februar, to the King to play at the Golf with the Earl of Bothwell, for Golf Clubbis and Ballis to the King that he playit with, and for severall Devises to aide the swinge, these being a sort of Strappe to binde the elbowe, a Sticke to estoppe the hip swaye, and an Helmet to fixe the head in playce duringe the takinge of the stroke. Also a douzaine of burstinge Ballis made of chalke for purposes of tomfoolerie—xlii, lx shillings.”



1513


In a letter to Cardinal Wolsey, Catherine of Aragon, Queen Consort of England and first wife of Henry VIII, writes that “all the king’s subjects be very glad, Master Almaner, I thank God, to busy with the golf, for they take it for pastime.” The queen’s pleasure at the rapid spread of the game in the wake of the peace treaty is tempered, however, by concerns for the players’ health. “I am nonetheless troubled to observe,” her letter continues, “that the golfers in their play are oft convulsed with coughing and sneezing fits, as if they had the catarrh, and as well are wont to limp most lamentably, and tho’ it perhaps be indelicate of me to make mention of it, are sore afflicted by flatulence.” She finishes the missive with an interesting ecclesiastical inquiry: “Pray tell me if rumors of a recent miracle ascribed to holy St. Andrew are worthy of credence, namely that a stream in the environs of Muirfield for a fortnight flowed not with that aqueous liquid that the trouts are accustomed to encounter in their fishy pursuits, but rather with undiluted beer.”



1527


The earliest printed reference to someone other than a king, earl, or duke playing golf is published in a local chronicle that describes Sir Robert Maule of Carnoustie as “a man of comely behaviour, of high stature, sanguine in colour both of skin and hair, choleric of nature and subject to sudden anger. He had great delight in hawking and hunting. Likewise he exercised the golf, and ofttimes passed to Barry Links when the wager was for drink and he would playact the duffer at the practise before the match and counterfeit poor form and a hacking style of swing and beg of mercy that his adversary would vouchesafe him four strokes a side and then would suddenly find his game and bestow on the hapless sod such a clobbering as would have him think to had been waylaid by a highwayman and coldcocked from behind and rudely dealt a mighty blow to the back of his head with a bag of sand.”



1530


Completion of the set of detailed miniature paintings in The Book of Hours, an illuminated manuscript depicting life in sixteenth-century Flanders. Marginal illustrations on several pages seem to clearly show golfers with clubs and balls, including a player accidentally hitting another player on the head while making warm-up swings, a duffer standing in a classic follow-through position with the ball still sitting on the ground between his feet, another breaking a club over his knee, a third relieving himself behind a tree, an exasperated golfer throwing a club into a pond, and a sly competitor dropping a ball while another player’s back is turned.
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