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Introduction

THE TURNING POINT IN golfer Ben Hogan’s career came in January 1938, when he was still a struggling young golf pro trying to find a way to make a living in tournament competition. His game really wasn’t that good, and his outgo of cash consistently outpaced his income.

Hogan and his wife, Valerie, traveled the golf circuit in a used car and, even though times were tough, they had managed to save fourteen hundred dollars for the specific purpose of giving Ben’s tour golf one last go in 1938. It was now or never. They would hit the road with the fourteen hundred dollars and the idea was to go from tournament to tournament for as long as the cash held out.

By the time they got to Oakland, California, for another tournament a number of weeks later, the Hogans were down to their last eighty-six dollars. “He said that if we ran out of money we’d return home and I’d never hear about golf again,” Valerie related in an interview after Ben’s death in 1997. The dire circumstances wouldn’t have been complete without a bad omen: Hogan waking up one morning at their motel and walking outside to the parking lot to discover that the two rear wheels on their car had been stolen. The thief had left the back of the car sitting on rocks.

As most anyone who has ever dug into Hogan’s life knows, the story had a happy ending. Hogan finished second in that Oakland event and pocketed several hundred dollars, which he later called “the biggest check I’d ever seen in my life. And I’m quite sure it’s the biggest check I’ll ever see.”

No longer did Hogan have to consider taking a nine-to-five job behind a desk or on an assembly line. Instead, it was simply the first step in a long and difficult struggle to try and become the best player the game has ever seen.

Some thought his effort was more of an obsession. But he garnered the respect of like-minded individuals who believed in his undying work ethic, his focus, and his unwavering belief that outplaying the competition began with outworking them on the practice range. Incredibly, the man who became perhaps the premier shotmaker in the history of the game never had a lesson. In his twenties, he totally rebuilt his game from scratch, all by himself, tearing himself down and putting back together the pieces, some in different places, kind of like the tinkering auto mechanic who takes apart an Edsel and puts back together a Rolls Royce.

The man probably came closest to absolute mastery of the golf swing. He loved to hit golf balls. As a child in Dublin, Texas, he would caddie at Glen Garden Country Club, hit balls until dark, then walk the seven miles home. This became his mantra: Outwork everyone.

 


IT HAS ALWAYS BEEN difficult to compare athletes of different eras, and so it is in the discussion of golf’s best player. Is it Jones? Hogan? Nicklaus? Woods? Consider some of the merits of Hogan’s career resume:



He won sixty-three tour titles, third on the all-time list, with almost all of those victories packed into a fifteen-year stretch;

He won the professional career Grand Slam despite playing in only one British Open, which he won in 1953 at age forty-one;

Only four times has a PGA Tour player achieved double figures in victories in a calendar year: Hogan owns two of those achievements, having won thirteen times in 1946 and ten times two years later;

He won nine professional majors, third on the all-time list. Consider the twists of fate that conspired against him, denying him dozens of opportunities to even play in majors at the peak of his career. He missed six U.S. Opens and four Masters because of either World War II or the injuries from his near-fatal automobile accident in 1949; he skipped numerous PGA Championships because of the format that required multiple thirty-six-hole days, a brutal torture to legs that never fully recovered from the accident. And Hogan had the unfortunate timing to play in an era where it was impossible to compete in both the PGA Championship and the British Open the same year. They were often held on concurrent dates, and in the days before convenient transatlantic travel by plane, crossing the ocean on a steamship usually required seven days.



Hogan’s crowning golf achievement came sixteen months after the accident when he captured the 1950 U.S. Open at Merion Golf Club in Ardmore, Pennsylvania. Doctors had told him after the wreck that he would most likely never walk again, but a year after the accident he tied Sam Snead for the seventy-two-hole lead at the Los Angeles Open, then won the Open five months later. Snead won eleven times that year, but it was Hogan who walked away with player of the year honors.

Said Doug Sanders: “That is why we are drawn to Ben Hogan. He overcame adversity and he showed us the possibility that we, too, can be victorious over adversity.”

 


HOGAN’S PERSONAL REPUTATION WAS not as luminous as his playing career, however. He was said to be cold, aloof, distant, an expressionless golfing machine. Jimmy Demaret liked to explain Hogan’s demeanor by saying: “He talks to me on every green. He always says, ‘You’re away.”’

Hogan was a man of few words. He usually avoided small talk, and he didn’t exactly light up when reporters cornered him to ask questions. He wasn’t what reporters today would call a quote machine. Hogan was brief and he was blunt, if he even spoke at all. For him, a conversation was giving a one-word answer to a yes-or-no question. Ask him another type of question, and an inquisitor would be fortunate to get a sentence or two, or, a stone-cold stare that felt like daggers but which friends explained away as shyness. He called it modesty. Whatever.

The silence could be deafening. In today’s overexposed golf world of daily press conferences on-site at tournaments, television sound bites, endorsement overload, and twenty-four-hour radio sports babble, Hogan’s Q rating would have been scratch—good if you’re a golfer, bad if your agent is longing for some bang out of his 5-percent cut. Hogan’s characteristic economy wasn’t only in his ability to stretch a few bucks; it was also in his Calvin Coolidge-esque ability to say a whole lot with just a few words. The story goes that when someone told Coolidge that he had made a bet that he could get Coolidge to say more than two words, the U.S. president responded, “You lose.” Hogan probably could have given that same answer to a dozen different questions he heard over the years: “Hey, Ben, how’s ‘bout me and my three buddies play a scramble against you and you spot us a stroke on the first six handicap holes?” Hogan: “You lose.”

Hogan’s reticence combined with his ability to cut to the quick when he spoke make his every spoken or written word something to be treasured. One of his instructionals, Five Lessons: The Modern Fundamentals of Golf, remains one of the best-selling golf books of all times, nearly fifty years after its original publication.

Hogan was profound not only when it came to discussing the golf swing and course management, he also had a good feel for what it took to be successful at anything, and he was able to convey those thoughts in a succinct manner easily understood by all. Hogan didn’t have time for clichés; he probably detested them. What he did have was a deep appreciation for hard work and a love for life that often went unspoken, but which occasionally flowed out when he looked back over what he had been able to accomplish and the obstacles he had overcome along the way.

Quotable Hogan is by no means an exhaustive compilation of everything significant that Hogan said or wrote over his eighty-five years of life. As private as he was, some would even say reclusive, there surely is much about what Hogan said and wrote that has never been revealed and which never will be. Finding the many dozens of quotes used in this book proved to be an exercise that in one sense Hogan could have appreciated—many had to be dug out of the ground, or at least out of archives more than a half-century old. The result, it is hoped, is a unique compilation that brings the best and brightest of Hogan together in one place.
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