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It’s not often that someone comes along who is an outstanding golfer, a gifted editor, and a true friend.

This book is joyfully dedicated to Jofie Ferrari-Adler.
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Lee Trevino was throwing a party. He was on a driving range, putting on a show for an audience of two, a father and his son. Or three, if you count the ringmaster. With every word and swing, Lee Trevino was amusing himself, too. He was in his eighties. He was ridiculously boyish.

It was a warm December afternoon in central Florida, with Christmas in the air. Trevino was wearing long navy shorts and a black baseball cap, tufts of perfect silver hair spilling out from the sides and back. He was performing magic tricks with golf clubs.

The father, Tiger Woods, half Trevino’s age, was entranced. By his example, he was inviting his son, closing in on thirteen, to watch this funny little magician in action.

Sunset was coming. Not that Trevino cared.

“Charlie,” the old man said, trying to get the boy’s attention.

Hee-hee-haw-haw-hee-hee.

Trevino was laughing at his good fortune—Tiger Woods was paying attention to him. He clapped his hands to punctuate his delight.

Trevino then played a slicing, spinning pitch shot, not with a wedge, as you might expect, but with a driver. He was practicing his art, showing off his dance moves, inventing swings, offering commentary all the while. His shots were coming out of his mouth, his eyes, his stout legs and round body, his meaty hands and nimble brain, the left side of it and the right side, too.

Tiger had already buried his father, said farewell to Arnold, stopped writing his own chasing-Jack story, too battered, in every way, to soldier on. He was a man in transition. To what, he couldn’t know. His son was just starting out. And before them was this old puppet master. Trevino was deep into his back nine, but Tiger knew what all golfers knew, that Lee Trevino would go to his maker playing golf shots.

Three generations, right there, on that range. One starting (a first act), one turning (a second), one finishing (a third).

Golf runs in threes. Balls, new ones, come in sleeves of three. When you review your round in the trapped heat of a parked car, you count and rue your three-putt greens, don’t you? All the while, you can’t wait for another crack at it. Our game.

Tiger would have been an icon of golf even if he had quit playing in college. Charlie had been playing in junior events. But Trevino never played amateur golf at all.

He came to golf by way of a maintenance shed at a Texas golf course and was done with school by the tenth grade. Golf became his teacher. His desire to understand the game proved to be insatiable, so he stayed at it, a perpetual student. A lifer. Yes, the need for money drew him to the course. But then the game cast her spell on him. As she does.

“The greatest ball-striker there is, right here,” Trevino said, motioning toward Tiger with the back of his bare right hand. He was stepping into a shot.

“Oh come on,” Tiger said.

“You had power!” Trevino said.

Tiger knew better. Power comes and power goes. He’d learned that the hard way.

“You’re the best I’ve ever seen,” Tiger said, not loudly.

Trevino kept hitting shots, one rhythmic swing after another, the ball coming off the sweet spot of his club with something that sounded like joy.



I picked up a golf club for the first time in Mr. Greenlee’s eighth-grade gym class at a public middle school where my mother later taught English, near the train station in the village of Patchogue, on the south shore of Long Island. We were in the gym, hitting plastic balls off plastic mats with real clubs, aiming for backboards. A couple of months later, the U.S. Open was played at Winged Foot, sixty-five miles and several light-years from my home. Our morning paper and bible, The New York Times, devoted many column inches to it, with nods to Arnold Palmer, to Jack Nicklaus, to Lee Trevino. He was “the Merry Mex” that week, in the paper’s smudgy black ink.

Eleven years later, I was caddying in the PGA Championship at Cherry Hills Country Club, near Denver. My player, the head pro from a club in Winged Foot’s long shadow, made the cut and finished early. Later that Sunday I watched Hubert Green and Lee Trevino duke it out for the title. That night, I was driving with Al Geiberger and his wife and their young son to Al’s next event, the Jerry Ford Invitational. Al’s son said something about Hubie Green. Al said, “I think Mike was rooting for Lee.” I don’t know why he said it. I remember it because it was insightful and unexpected, and because I was in the thick of Act I. We all remember what that’s like.

Fifteen years after that, Lee Trevino used a club I had designed while playing in his final British Open, in 2000, at the Old Course. He wasn’t playing to cash a check. His goal, at age sixty, was to shoot the lowest score he could, and that’s why my little invention was in his bag, one of his fourteen clubs. (The E-Club, U.S. patent number 6,033,320.) He played with it, and he bragged to reporters and others about its special powers. If that’s not the highlight of my second act in golf, I don’t know what is. Trevino was then at the start of his third. Zero to thirty, thirty to sixty, sixty to ninety, if you start young and go deep. Trevino missed the cut, not that it mattered. Tiger won.

And then somebody flipped a switch, another twenty-one years passed, and there was Trevino, in his early eighties but otherwise little changed, standing on that driving range in central Florida, Tiger and Charlie Woods beside him. This was at the Father-Son tournament, as the founders used to call it. The broadcaster Roger Maltbie was on the scene. The Course Whisperer. I asked him, “Does anybody know more about the golf swing than Lee Trevino?” Rog thought for a half moment and said, “Nobody knows more about his own swing than Trevino knows about his.”

Charlie’s swing was pure youth. Long, fast through the ball, flowing. He was Gumby, as Tiger once had been. Tiger’s swing was a grunt. Trevino’s was the art of invention. He had moved beyond the professional ranks and tournament ambition. He seemed half-drunk (no, not literally), standing and swinging on that range, lifted by the satisfaction that comes with being relevant and alive. Later was later. Later, he came down. He was done with golf for the day, and he had turned surly and rough. But for a while there he had it in his hands, and the next day, maybe, he would have it again.

This golf. The game for a lifetime, old people said when I was a kid, and here I am, repeating their words. I’m not apologizing for the role it plays in my life anymore. Golf taught me to be punctual, among other things. To be courteous, to be aware, to try. Golf is hard. I cite that as a positive.

The people I have met along the way—it almost doesn’t seem fair. Here are three. Pratima Sherpa, from Nepal, age twenty-three (eventually in these pages) and playing college golf in Los Angeles. My colleague Ryan French, from Alpena, Michigan, recovering fast-food restaurant manager who found a place in the game in his forties by writing about golf’s dreamers, unearthing some miscreants while he was at it. And my friend Sam Reeves, pushing ninety, with a home in Pebble Beach but really at large in the world, wise beyond his years and still both at it and in it. I thought he might have a damn heart attack one morning as we stood on a driving range and he made these alarmingly aggressive warm-up swings with a headless shaft.

Here at the start, let me say this about Pratima and Ryan and Sam, and I could easily bring in Trevino and make it a foursome. They all know what it’s like to marvel at a white ball in a high sky and get lost. What a gift that is. You know what I’m talking about, right?






STARTING





I want you to try and remember what it was like to have been very young. And particularly the days when you were first in love; when you were like a person sleepwalking, and you didn’t quite see the street you were in, and didn’t quite hear everything that was said to you. You’re just a little bit crazy. Will you remember that, please?

—Stage Manager, Our Town, by Thornton Wilder




[image: ]

When she was six, Pratima Sherpa moved with her parents into the maintenance shed at the Royal Nepal Golf Club, where her parents worked. The club’s leadership was looking for extra security for Royal Nepal’s lawn mowers and rakes and the rest. The Sherpa family was looking for free digs. Talk about a win-win.

The low whitewashed cinder-block building was in the shade of a drunken conga line of short, unkempt trees. Its barnlike main door, with a cement ramp leading to it, was secured from the inside by a padlock. The dank interior space was crowded with the basic tools of course maintenance, including long bamboo poles used to remove morning dew and monkey dung off the greens each day, before the start of play. When there were no monkeys on the course, that meant leopards were making a rare appearance, which meant play was paused until they were chased off by the sound of gunfire. Golf at Royal Nepal in Kathmandu.

The Sherpas had turned a small section of the shed, an area measuring roughly twenty feet by ten, into living quarters. There were two beds covered by colorful blankets. The family’s section was separated from the storage area by hanging curtains, as you might see in a college dormitory. The spigot for running water, cold only, was behind the shed. Water for bathing was heated over an open fire. There was an area to cook, another to sleep, and a third to congregate. There were nights when Pratima (prah-TEE-ma) fell asleep amid the aroma of cauliflower fried in a pan with her mother’s spices. Her first smell in the morning was often “petrol” (Pratima’s word) from the mowers as her father stood over them, red gas tank in hand.

And then there were the scents from beyond the shed’s front door. A Hindu temple abutted the course, and there were days when Pratima could smell the smoke of festival fires and cremations. The family’s backyard collection of animals—an inconstant population of goats and hens and dogs—provided its own bouquet. There was the smell of jet fuel from the national airport bordering the golf course on one side and exhaust fumes from the vehicles on the city’s Ring Road on the other. Pratima Sherpa grew up in a pungent city.

Kathmandu was bustling in Pratima’s girlhood. The city’s narrow streets were dotted with giant puddles and piles of construction dirt. They were crammed with buses, mopeds, taxis, itty-bitty cars with the windows down, cows, beggars, hustling businesspeople, street kids, aristocrats, and various pilgrims, religious and otherwise. There was a lot of honking, yelling, no-signal lane changing. There were strolling Hindu holy men, the sadhus, their faces often covered with bright red and yellow paint. Almost every day, Pratima would see them, on a break from prayer and meditation, hanging their fingers on the club’s chain-link boundary fence as they considered the odd cross-country game, imported from faraway Scotland. If Pratima had no money, which was typically the case, she would avoid them. If she had some rupee coins, she would receive a blessing and offer a coin. It was a way of life for Pratima, and anybody in Kathmandu.

For a Westerner, these sights, sounds, aromas, and customs might contribute to a bad case of sensory overload, but for Pratima and her parents, this was their daily life. The Sherpas had a TV with limited reception and an unreliable source for electricity anyhow. They had no internet connection in the shed. As a schoolgirl, Pratima had heard of Barack Obama but would have been hard-pressed to name another American.

The family ate all their meals together, a light one at sunrise, a bigger meal in late morning, and a third one after sunset. A thousand meals in one year, ten thousand in ten. Sitting on a rug on the floor, they ate these meals and their afternoon snacks with the fingers of their right hand, in the custom of their country. (The left hand is considered unclean and not suitable for such a sacred act.) Their plates were made of metal and had low border walls, the kind you might associate with camping. Pratima and her parents held their teacups with their palms, the steam warming their faces on cold winter mornings. The shed had no heating system. During the summer monsoons, nights could be terrifying.

“We’ve been through worse,” Pratima’s father would say when the wind and rain became so loud she could hardly hear herself talk. Sleep was impossible. “We’re lucky to have this roof over our heads.”

Pratima trusted her father. Still, she wanted to scream.

On school days, Pratima’s mornings began in the dark, feeding the family animals before she had her morning tea and biscuit. Her public school was an hour away by bus, past Tribhuvan International Airport and through the chaos of the city’s traffic. (There was a King Tribhuvan in Nepal for much of the twentieth century.) Pratima had no reason to go to the airport and neither did her parents, though they had friends who worked there. This was not an airport where you would see many, if any, holiday travelers wheeling golf bags, but you would see visiting mountain climbers with giant backpacks, a tiny percentage of them bound for Mount Everest. The Nepali name for Mount Everest is Mother.

Pratima’s father, Pasang Sherpa, a tiny, lithe man with large glasses, was a Sherpa by birth (his family name), a Sherpa by ancestry (he descended from the Sherpa tribe in Tibet), and had been, as a younger man, a Sherpa by profession. He had worked, as did his father and grandfather, as a trekker, a guide to visiting mountain climbers. He had many relatives, close and distant, with his surname who worked as porters, guides, and pilots, among other jobs the mountain provided. All the jobs were dangerous. Pasang knew friends and relatives who had died leading groups on mountain passes in thin air and heavy snow, and he was relieved to find employment at the golf course, even if it barely kept him out of poverty. The English he learned as a trekker—“Look out for falling ice”—he would not need on the golf course. His work at Royal Nepal was far less challenging than his work in the Himalayas but also far less dangerous.

Pasang had met his wife, Kalpana Pokharel, at Royal Nepal. They were both in their early forties when they met, and neither had ever been married, and neither had ever had children. Their fellow course workers threw them together, and they went to a movie on their first date. Pasang was Buddhist. Kalpana was Hindu. Kalpana was from the Bahun caste. Her family was poor, but still they viewed Pasang as beneath her. For one thing, he had even less money, and his caste had lower status than hers. (You could live in Nepal for a hundred years and barely make a dent in your understanding of its caste system.) A marriage between Kalpana and Pasang would mix cultures, religions, regions, and backgrounds. There wasn’t much precedent for it.

If it had been up to Kalpana’s family, the marriage never would have happened. But Kalpana and Pasang had struggled all their lives, financially and otherwise, and they were happy to take a chance that their lives would be better as a couple. Their only wedding guests were a small group of fellow workers from Royal Nepal.

Two years after the wedding, Kalpana became pregnant. Nobody saw that coming. The only people not worried about the pregnancy and the future child were the expecting parents. Kalpana went through the pregnancy and delivery without any complications, but at birth Pratima had a serious and mysterious vision issue. At worst she was blind, and at best her eyesight was seriously impaired. A doctor thought the problem had been caused by an infection but was not at all sure. The only good that came out of the health scare was that it brought Kalpana’s family back into her life. After about six weeks, the issue resolved itself. The miracle of modern medicine. Pratima’s eyesight was fine and remained so.

She spent her early years in small, cramped, noisy apartments with playmates nearby. She was being raised with her mother’s Hindu customs (many festivals) and her father’s Buddhist ones (a lot of meditating). The two traditions coexisted in the house, and within Pratima.

The move to the maintenance shed came out of desperation, with the family on the verge of homelessness. In her mind, Pratima had moved from a safe apartment with an active little-girl social life to a terrifying jungle. She was close to her mother and father, her mother especially, but both parents had health challenges. Her father had persistent headaches, which he ascribed to his thin-air mountain climbing. Her mother had persistent stomach pain. Money was always tight. Also, they were her parents, not her friends. They were trying to raise their daughter. They worked long hours. They weren’t young. This was a family of three trying to survive.

Even as a young girl, Pratima could see the big picture, as only children sometimes can. She was living in a dangerous jungle, and the family needed to stay together. There was safety in numbers.

One of Kalpana’s jobs was to weed the golf course with the aid of a screwdriver, place the royal detritus in an enormous red sack, and carry the swollen pouch on her back to a dumping ground. She would also carry huge, cumbersome jugs of water to distant, thirsty greens. Royal Nepal was a course maintained by inexpensive manual labor wherever possible. Every adult golfer there, and sometimes even the junior ones, played with a caddie, a custom that created jobs in a population that needed them. Pratima’s father mowed greens and raked bunkers. He patrolled the club’s property as an unarmed security guard, keeping out trespassers, wild dogs, and wandering cows, the holy animal of Nepal. Pratima’s parents knew the course, as a piece of ground, intimately. As a playfield, it was a mystery to them.

So were the golfers. Many of the golfers at Royal Nepal were members of Nepal’s ruling class, well established in business, the military, or government, or they were heirs to the country’s royal or aristocratic families. That makes the club sound vaguely British and far grander than it actually was. For one thing, the caddies—and there were scores of them, male and female—were allowed to play the course pretty much whenever they wished, which is not how these things customarily go. The nine-hole course was lush and beautiful but also unkempt. It was short in length but had narrow corridors, the fairways lined with tall trees and deep rough. If you wanted to play the course well, you needed to hit your golf ball straight.

Nobody would confuse Royal Nepal with a fancy Western country club, and it didn’t aspire to be one. A Pepsi machine was trucked onto the course for tournaments. There was no snack stand, no fountain by the clubhouse, no valet parking, no dinner-for-four dining. It was a simple nine-hole golf course, the only course in Kathmandu.

From her front door, Pratima could watch golfers playing the par-3 third hole. She could watch the golfers play their tee shots and their delicate greenside shots. She’d see the strange body positions that signaled putting. Pratima could tell by the way the golfers walked and tended to the short grass below them that they had a special reverence for that part of the course. She did not yet know the term putting green.

She was a shy girl but a curious one, and before long she was walking the perimeter of the course. She’d see monkeys picking up lost golf balls and rejecting them after realizing they were hard as a rock with even less flavor. She noticed that few of the golfers were grown women. But she did see girls, her age or slightly older, playing or practicing. They were the daughters of members. In the vicinity of the maintenance shed, she began imitating them, using a random stick as a stand-in for a golf club.

Other girls in Kathmandu were playing badminton and volleyball in neighborhood parks, but there were no neighborhood parks near Pratima. Kids in rural Nepal, boys and girls, played a game called dandi biyo, a cousin to cricket that required stubby sticks. But Pratima didn’t live in rural Nepal. She had no sport, even with golf in her backyard. The idea of their daughter becoming a golfer never occurred to Pratima’s parents. It was an upper-class sport, and it was prohibitively expensive. Pratima was unaware of these obstacles. She had a collection of golf balls she had found in the rough. She had access to a course that was not usually crowded. In her mind, all she needed was a golf club. The sticks Pratima was swinging were too whippy to propel a golf ball anywhere. Her father saw that. But asking a Royal Nepal member or pro for one was not something he or his wife could do.

Pratima’s father considered the problem, went into the woods with a machete, climbed a tree, cut down a modest limb, and turned it into a primitive club. It looked more like a field hockey stick than a golf club, but Pratima could hit balls with it. Pratima’s first swings were left-handed, and the balls went scooting along the ground as if kicked by a midfielder. But she was hitting a golf ball. By way of a stick, she was propelling the ball forward. The starting point of the game.

Pratima’s mother worked with other mothers who would bring their daughters to the course during the workday. Before long, those girls and Pratima were taking turns with the homemade club, making swings and hitting balls and giggling at the results. Pratima rebranded the maintenance shed in the jungle where her family lived. It became her golf house. Come to my golf house, we’ll play the golf!

“I don’t want to leave,” one of the girls told Pratima. They spoke in Nepali and used their rudimentary English only while at their public school. “I want to live in your golf house, too!”



Sam Reeves was the father and Sammy Reeves was his son, riding his bike through town like he was the mayor. He was Sammy on the basketball court, on the football field, at church, and Mr. Sam’s son when he arrived at the golf course, which got to be an everyday thing. Mr. Sam—Thomas Fambro (Sam) Reeves—was a cotton merchant, and cotton was king where the Reeves family lived, in the small Georgia textile town of Thomaston in rural Upson County, at the intersection of nothing and nowhere. The family was wealthy enough to have a swimming pool, one of three in town. That is, three operating ones.

Sammy Reeves was born in the family home on Thurston Avenue in 1934 and learned the game on a golf course on the outskirts of town about ten years later. The daily news then was all about World War II and, when it was over, the aftermath of war. War, and sports.

During the war, government-mandated rationing and recycling were central to life across Thomaston and across the country. Tired golf balls were sent to a factory in Acushnet, Massachusetts, to be refurbished. Bits of tinfoil from cigarette wrappers were recycled. Tires were recapped. Money was tight and workers were needed. In the summer of 1943, when he was eight turning nine, Sammy (as he would be known for years) started his first job, stitching together large pieces of remnant cotton at his father’s cotton gin and warehouse, earning ten cents for each assembled five-hundred-pound bale. At the end of that summer, Sammy had saved $124. He bought shares of AT&T and Chrysler with his savings, on a hunch that someday every family would want a telephone in the kitchen and an automobile in the driveway.

The elder Sam Reeves, married and the father of two, was not in active service because he had “essential war employment,” to use a phrase Sammy’s mother knew well and used as needed. He was a cotton supplier to uniform manufacturers. Every family in Thomaston was shaped by the war. Many homes in town had a banner with a blue star hanging from a first-floor window, meaning that a family member was serving in the military. There were also banners with gold stars, for those who had lost a family member in the war. There was a gold-star banner on the Mitchum house, down the street from the Reeves house. Paul Mitchum had died in the Pacific while serving in the U.S. Navy. Sammy knew him as the best golfer in town and looked up to him in every way.

The golf course was the centerpiece and the only piece of the Thomaston Country Club. It had nine holes, six bunkers, and a practice green about the size of a large breakfast table. The club had a small wood-framed clubhouse, a tiny changing room, and one vending machine for crackers and another for pop, as everybody in Thomaston called soda. There were four slot machines, illegal in Upson County, but the sheriff didn’t seem to mind—it was a modest income source for a club barely breaking even, and he was willing to look the other way.

Even though it paid low wages, the club had employees who stayed for decades. Mr. Pete, the caretaker. Mr. George, the greenkeeper. Mr. Mangrum, the club’s longtime pro. Plus the many caddies.

The club was founded with lofty aspirations. A pool gave the club’s founders all the permission they needed to drop country into the club name. But during the war, the pool had no water in it and weeds in its cracks. Thomaston Country Club was almost a public course in that any family with a hundred dollars could join, as long as the family was white. The schools were segregated, the churches were segregated, the ballfields were segregated, the country club was segregated.

But not the course itself, not as young Sammy got to know it. The two dozen or so caddies were all Black, except for Sammy Reeves, who was really more of a bag toter, working only for the pro and two or three other good players, not a true caddie like the others, grown men who could offer advice on distance and wry commentary on life. They zigzagged across the course carrying two bags and got three dollars for their efforts. Sammy might get a dollar or a little more for carrying a single bag while walking straight lines. But he was making money and learning the game’s swing, etiquette, rules, and prominent names.

In the afternoons, the caddies would play and Sammy would join them, trying to copy their rhythm, those with good rhythm, but not the cross-handed grip many of the caddies preferred. That grip promoted straight shots but a lower ball flight, and it was not the grip used by elite players. Bobby Jones of Atlanta was a hero to Sammy and every golfer across Georgia. Jones wanted the left hand at the top of the shaft, turned clockwise so that you could see three knuckles. That was the gold standard. Sammy followed suit. A good grip was a mark of class, like a pressed suit on Sundays.

Golf was a major sport in Georgia. It wasn’t embedded in the state’s culture the way football, basketball, and baseball were, but it made the front page of the sports section on a regular basis. Sporting heroes were homegrown, the excitement for them whipped up by newspaper columnists, and the leading golfers from Georgia, amateur and professional, were stars. There was, of course, Bobby Jones, but also his contemporaries, including the touring pro Sam Byrd (who had played on the Babe Ruth New York Yankees) and Charlie Yates and Alexa Stirling, amateur golfers who were close to Jones. The pro at the Thomaston course, Mr. Mangrum, had watched all of them and passed along to young Sammy Reeves what he saw, what he read, and what he knew.

Sammy’s father was often out of state, driving a new car on dusty two-lane highways. He had a plant in Texas and another in Arkansas and could get gas during the war because his job required it. He was away from home half the year. He liked golf and played capably, but it was an occasional activity for the senior Reeves, as it was for most golfers then. Few people had the time or the money for regular leisure activities, not during the war and not in the first years after it.

Golf as a way of life came later, when the country was settling into its Eisenhower-era easy chair and Arnold Palmer arrived on the national golf scene, a working-class kid with a country-club background. He grew up at the club where his father was the pro. The sportswriters loved to tell his father-son story, just as they got a lot of column inches out of the Bobby Jones–Colonel Jones story. There was a lot of that in golf’s lore, fathers handing the game down to their sons. Sammy knew all about Colonel Jones and his son, Bobby. Sammy knew he was never going to have with his father what Bobby Jones had with his. Sammy’s dad was a busy man, keeping those plants going and the workers employed. In his life, Sammy played with his father only once. But he never forgot it.



When Ryan French was growing up, there were two major events each year at the Alpena Golf Club, the public course a couple of miles from Alpena’s handsome but tiring lakefront downtown. There was the city championship in midsummer and the club championship in late August. Ryan took up golf at six chiefly by hanging out with his father, Howard, on the course. By twelve, he was good enough and mature enough to play in the same Alpena events that his father was playing in.

Howard French was faintly famous in Alpena. He’d been one of the best basketball players Alpena High ever produced, and he was from an old Alpena family. (Not old and rich. Just old.) Howard’s father was Bob French, who, by his retirement, had a coat-and-tie job at Alpena’s biggest employer, Besser Company, concrete manufacturers. Bob French grew up in Alpena but was thrown out of his chaotic childhood home at thirteen by his father, with a kick and these words: “He don’t look like me!”

Bob French never went to high school and spent most of the Depression living on the streets of Alpena or going from one friend’s house to another. He was a baker at the Douville Bakery in Alpena for years and cooked on the industrial boats tied up at the docks before going to Besser’s, where he spent most of his working life. Bob French was a gregarious man and ended up running the company’s personnel department, which meant that anybody from Alpena who wanted a job at Besser’s—and that was a hefty percentage of the population—came through his office. As for Bob, he was the exception that proved the rule: Nearly everybody who rose at Besser’s from a shift job to management had a high school degree and some had been to college. But not Bob French.

Bob’s youngest son, Howard, had been a Detroit Free Press second-team all-state basketball player as a senior at Alpena High in 1963. He was recruited to play basketball at Central Michigan and was set on going there until he made a springtime love-is-in-the-air decision to follow his high school prom date, Ginny Eustis, to Michigan State. His basketball days were over. His father was disappointed.

But in this case, son knew best. Howard French and Ginny Eustis married in 1966, as undergraduates. In 1973 they moved into a house on Eagle Drive with a view of the Alpena Golf Club course. By then, Howard had an MBA. Ginny and Howard celebrated their tenth wedding anniversary in high style, and nine months later their third child, Ryan Eustis French, was born. For his middle name, Ryan was given his mother’s maiden name. In time, Ryan came to look like that grandfather, O. B. Eustis, a noted northern Michigan naturalist.

Ryan didn’t inherit Howard’s gene for speed, but he did get his father’s gift for athleticism. Ryan played hockey in middle school. He played varsity tennis as a freshman and senior at Alpena High. He was on the varsity golf team all four years. Before he entered high school, he had played thousands of holes with his father, adding up the hundreds of fast-paced, nine-hole rounds they played, always walking. (Golf was never meant to be an all-day thing. Any Scottish golfer with haggis in the fridge will tell you that.) During summer in Alpena, sunlight bounces off Lake Huron and in the early evening the Alpena course becomes bathed in a soft orange glow that clings to life until nine p.m. or later. Howard played in an after-work men’s league that waived its eighteen-and-older age requirement for Ryan. They played through dusk.

You know you have the golf fever when you wake up with a swing thought and you can’t wait to give it a try. Ryan had the golf fever. He played regularly with his father, and when his father wasn’t around he was happy to play by himself. On Mondays, any kid in Alpena could play four holes and use the driving range, no charge. A man on the range, Bill Peterson, gave free lessons. Bill was the best golfer in Alpena and owned a bar and restaurant called the Twin Acres 19th Hole, so while teaching he was also developing future customers. He taught Ryan to come from the inside on the downswing, release the hands through impact, clear left, and hit a draw. Everybody was encouraged to hit a draw. Wherever there is hockey, and Alpena was a hockey town, there are golfers hitting draw shots.

When the Alpena kids played that four-hole loop, they went out on the first and second and played in on eight and nine. Ryan joined them sometimes, but the free golf wasn’t much of a draw for him. He could start on three, the par-3 in his backyard, pretty much any time he wished. He’d hit an iron off the tee, then go to the short par-4 fourth, a dogleg right, and hit another iron there. Even at thirteen, Ryan, a big, strong kid, could play the fourth with a 7-iron off the tee and a wedge into the green. That is, if the fairway would hold his tee shot. In summer, when the course was baked, it was hard to get your tee shot to stop. One day, tired of seeing another boring layup shot wind up in the trees down the left, Ryan did what all golfers playing alone do: He tried something else. He applied critical thinking and athletic skill to the problem at hand. He attempted to hit a driver over the trees on the right and found that it wasn’t hard at all. He had turned the hole into a par-4 he could almost drive. Risk-reward, risk-reward, risk-reward. Golf’s eternal balancing act, and its siren song. At thirteen, without adult supervision, Ryan had figured out a better way to play the fourth hole at Alpena.

Most of Ryan’s golf was with his father, which meant a lot of golf with his father’s friends, too. Their golf was casual, and the rules were more like suggestions than laws. Howard French wasn’t any sort of rules expert, but he did teach Ryan golf’s basic values. You don’t step on an inconvenient branch to give yourself an unencumbered swing. Unless the ball is sitting almost on the lip of the hole, there are no gimmes. If a ball is out of bounds by a quarter-inch, it’s out. There is no such thing as winter rules, even on the first day of the season, April 1, when the grass is still dormant and the bunkers are a mess. Howard’s golf buddies thought all that was ridiculous, but Howard had an intuitive sense of golf’s Calvinist roots, and that’s how he raised Ryan in the game. Ryan thought his father was being a hard-ass.

Howard’s golf buddies didn’t change their behavior just because a kid was around. Ryan found that he could be as profane as he wished and nobody cared. He was in a position to hear and see things that most kids growing up in Alpena would not. He listened without talking (hard for him!) as his dad and his friends discussed various Alpena affairs, financial, political, and carnal. He saw and heard occasional scorekeeping disputes. He heard comical outbursts over missed three-footers and shanked irons. He’d see a club get hurled now and again. He saw men being men. It was workingman’s golf, with guys playing in T-shirts and work pants. Even at the other course in town, the private Alpena Country Club, things were casual. (When the country club gave up its private status, the owner put a sign near the entrance with this peculiar use of quotation marks: “A Public Course.”) These were Ryan’s wonder years, playing the two Alpena courses, going to the range, playing on his high school golf team. But all through those years, Howard’s buddies had a message for Ryan: You could get out of this town.

In addition to all that golf, Ryan played dozens of rounds alongside his brother, their father, and their paternal grandfather. Golf brought three generations of French men together in a way other families in Alpena, including his own, got together through hunting and fishing. O. B. Eustis (Ryan’s maternal grandfather) was a well-known trapper, hunter, and fisherman in Alpena County, and he tried to lure his children and grandchildren into field and stream. Ryan, like his mother, was sometimes required to eat meat from muskrats trapped by his grandfather. The meat was oily, black, and repulsive, and baked muskrat did not endear Ryan to O. B.’s Thoreau-like life. Neither did the squirrel brain he put in his stew. (O. B.’s dense but beautiful book, Notes from the North Country, makes his outdoorsman’s life seem more appealing, but the book doesn’t reek of dead animal.) Ryan hunted some with his father and paternal grandfather, but only when they shamed him into it, and even then he spent most of his time in various deer blinds playing Game Boy. He could hunt, and he did, but it wasn’t for him. He was a golfer.

Ryan’s mother, Ginny French, was the biggest sports nut in the French house, always able to name names in the Detroit Tigers bullpen and the Michigan State backfield. Every year during the Masters, Ginny and Howard and any of the kids who might be around would go to her in-laws’ house in Alpena and watch the Sunday finale. Bob and Annette French had something in their home that Howard and Ginny French did not: a working television. In 1983, as Ryan and his parents and siblings watched an NHL Stanley Cup game, the family TV started spewing smoke and shooting sparks. It was a goner. Howard and Ginny didn’t decide to live without a TV, they just didn’t get another one.

Ryan was the second-biggest sports fan in the French family. Growing up in a house where there was no access to ESPN forced him to become a reader in one narrow area. Every morning, Ryan, an early riser, would get the Detroit Free Press out of the raised yellow plastic box on the front curb and devour the sports section at the kitchen table. He spent many hours studying the golf results and knew the names of hundreds if not thousands of golfers, male and female, amateur and professional, from Michigan and the rest of the world. He could tell you all about the senior golf career of Mike Hill from Jackson, Michigan. He was familiar with the various Michigan club pros good enough to play in the Michigan Open each year. He sought out any information he could find about Greg Kraft, a golfer from Detroit trying to find a home on the PGA Tour. The game’s biggest star, Greg Norman, made almost no impact on Ryan. Ryan read Mitch Albom religiously, especially when Albom was writing Free Press columns about obscure players doing big things at the Buick Open, played each year on the outskirts of Flint, Michigan.

Ryan went to the tournament starting as a kid and right through his late twenties. He was more interested in the Friday-at-dusk cutline than the Sunday-afternoon leaderboard. One year he saw a tour journeyman named Kent Jones eating breakfast alone at the Bob Evans restaurant in Flint. He said hello to Kent by name. “If you know who I am, you need a new hobby,” Kent said pleasantly. Kent Jones was Ryan’s kind of guy. He had gone from the Canadian Tour to the Hooters Tour to the Nationwide Tour to the PGA Tour. He was never going to be a star. But he was in the bigs long enough to get a cup of coffee at the Bob Evans in Flint during the Buick Open. His name was on the Thursday/Friday tee sheet. No professional golfer is promised the weekend. You earn those tee times like you earn everything in professional golf.

Ryan was drawn to golf’s stepping-stone system and the fairness at its core: Shoot the scores, move on up. When one player was heading north, another player was going south, if not out: the birthplace of the phrase Every shot makes somebody happy. Ryan had a black-and-white view of the world, so golf’s dependence on numbers, and all the heartless accounting that came with it, was natural for him. It didn’t matter who was playing: Professional golf, as long as it was played by the rules, was cutthroat and brutal but also fair. Ryan would sometimes tell his high school golf coach how close Greg Kraft or some other player was to getting his tour card. Ryan saw the toll and the work behind the numbers. He knew, from his own experience, that there was a story behind every score. Ryan’s coach said to him, “Too bad you can’t make a living from all this random stuff you know.”

Though the morning paper was a font of information, no American sports-mad kid wants to grow up in a house without a working TV. Welcome to Ryan French’s world. Without a TV, watching must-see sporting events required planning. So the French family, led by Ginny and with Ryan, would go to Grandma and Grandpa French’s house to watch the Detroit Lions on Sundays or the NCAA basketball final on the first Monday night in April. Mother and son bonded over sports. When Magic Johnson, the Michigan State and state of Michigan basketball legend, announced his abrupt retirement from the NBA in 1991 after testing positive for HIV, Ryan and Ginny were both shaken. Before long, they were talking about Spartan pride, hero worship, AIDS. Ginny had some safe-sex tips for her son. She had a big heart and a real-world brain. Her mother, sister, and brother all had profound addiction issues, and Ginny made sure her kids knew. She was an expert in genetic predisposition.

Six months after Magic’s announcement, the French family returned to Grandma and Grandpa’s, and Ginny watched and rooted for Fred Couples at the 1992 Masters. Ryan could tell that his mother was drawn to Fred, in multiple ways. Ryan wasn’t an introspective kid—how many fourteen-year-olds are?—but he could be insightful. Fred won, Ginny was happy, 60 Minutes came on, and the French family headed home.



A course worker at Royal Nepal, a friend of Pratima’s father, saw her swinging as a lefty with a club that looked like something you’d see in a golf museum. He knew it would be difficult to find left-handed clubs in Nepal, where there were a thousand active golfers, if that. He had a right-handed club, a pitching wedge, a short and lofted iron, and he gave it to her. At night, Pratima kept it under her bed. Later, a Royal Nepal member invited Pratima to attend a Saturday-morning junior clinic. She did. Her very first shot went straight up in the air. The next one was a ground-ball duff. Still, that first shot.

An assistant pro at the club, a man named Sachin Bhattarai, showed Pratima the interlocking grip, which (for a right-handed golfer) entwines the small finger of the right hand and the index finger of the left. It’s not the most commonly used grip, but it is the grip that Tiger Woods has used all his life. Pratima was ten.
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