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For the gorgeous June Jenkins, of course, who hates golf but loves Palm Springs;

&

For Bud, Seth, Whit, Mac and all of the other dogged victims of 5:42 P.M.


Golf may be . . . a sophisticated game. At least, it is usually played with the outward appearance of great dignity. It is, nevertheless, a game of considerable passion, either of the explosive type, or that which burns inwardly and sears the soul.

—BOBBY JONES

Tommy Bolt’s putter has spent more time in the air than Lindbergh.

—JIMMY DEMARET



Foreword


To those writers who spend weeks in an agony of composing sentences and making them into paragraphs that fit with other paragraphs to form a page and eventually a story, being in the company of Dan Jenkins at a sporting event can be a humbling experience. At a golf tournament, for example, Dan is usually to be found in good weather on the veranda, probably at a table with an umbrella over it and a waiter nearby. All day Dan may sit there as the other chairs at the table are occupied in turn by golfers, golfers’ wives, tournament officials, gamblers, actors, club members, millionaires, pro football players, newspaper columnists, television commentators and various of Dan’s friends who have no connection with the tournament beyond a clubhouse badge and an eagerness to tell what they have seen out on the course. Sometimes a table for four will have fourteen people at it, with Dave Marr discussing the town’s restaurants, Arnold Palmer mulling over a flight plan, Don Meredith checking his grip on a teaspoon, George Low smiling at the size of the check someone other than he will get stuck with, and the rest rattling on about one thing or another while Dan, who has never been seen to take a note in his life, acts as chairman of the recreation committee.

Someone has said that the trouble with sitting around is you never know when you’re finished. But Dan has a sense for it. He will rise and wander off and return in a while, having watched several of the tournament’s more consequential shots being played. The sitting will resume, and the cast at the table continue to change, and the waiter keep shuttling, and then Dan is gone again. Two or three hours later he will turn up at a restaurant where thirty or forty of his day’s companions are having an impromptu banquet, or at a party in someone’s hotel suite, and inevitably he will be asked where he has been. “Had to write a story,” Dan will say if he feels like explaining.

In the interim Dan has slipped off to the press room or to his hotel and has written perhaps three thousand words of prose that is perceptive, funny, evocative, informative and so well organized that an editor scarcely ever needs to touch it. Dan does this thirty or more times a year for Sports Illustrated, frequently working against a Sunday night deadline that he never fails to make. He writes about golf, football or skiing for the most part but occasionally turns to the pop-sociology study of the surfing life in Hawaii, the high life in Hollywood, or any interesting style of life anywhere. Meanwhile, Dan manages to produce a book every year or so, such as the bestselling novel “Semi-Tough,” and he can be seen regularly with his beautiful wife June at P. J. Clarke’s or Elaine’s in Manhattan or at dozens of other places from Beverly Hills to Kitzbühel.

One reason Dan is able to live this way is that when he gets at a typewriter he knows what he is talking about. Using golf again as an example—since golf is the subject of the stories in this collection—when he writes of George Low being beaten by a cross-handed Scot in the British Boys championship, Dan understands what such a defeat can do to a person. Dan was beaten in the Texas State Junior by a cross-handed Mexican who wore high-top tennis shoes and a baseball cap. If Dan ever had any notions of a career in golf, that helped dissuade him. But he used to be an excellent player and still would be except that he rarely plays. Dan was runner-up in the Fort Worth city championship—a distinction he shares with Ben Hogan and Byron Nelson—and was captain of the golf team at Texas Christian University, lofty achievements for one whose idea of practice was to drive a couple of balls into the woods before a match.

In those days we hung around Herb Massey’s cafe in Fort Worth eating chicken fried steaks with cream gravy and hot biscuits, drank coffee and beer alternately, and played absurd games on a puck-bowling machine. There was one game in which you put your shirt and pants on backwards, faced away from the pins and slid the puck down the board behind you, as Dan reveals in this book in “The Glory Game,” which is his memoir as a municipal course hustler. In another version you stood in the hedge and reached your arm in through the window for a blind shot. Dan was good at all the games we played but best at golf. I recall a match when he arrived at the course wearing a suit and tie just as his opponent was stepping onto the tee. Dan hit one practice putt and it went into the hole. Convinced he was ready, Dan trotted to the tee, shedding coat and tie and rolling up his sleeves. He had already been announced and without a warm-up swing he racked a mighty duck hook into the forest. “You’re in for it today,” he told his opponent from the University of Texas. “When I come out of there, we’ll have alligators and bears chasing us.”

While in college Dan played against Don January, Billy Maxwell, Wesley Ellis, Miller Barber, Ernie Vossler, all of whom have done rather well at the game as Professionals. He also played against Earl Stewart, Don Cherry, Joe Conrad and many other names on the Texas amateur circuit, which still offers pretty good schooling for someone trying to learn how to play. The dozen times a year that Dan now plays golf, he still breaks 80. I was playing with him on the great course at Merion a while back when he was researching his book The Best 18 Golf Holes in America, and Dan, who had not picked up a club in weeks, shot a 76 in a light drizzle. He has won the National Golf Writers tournament twice, and some other lesser events. But what used to impress us most about Dan Jenkins’s connection with the game of golf nearly twenty years ago in Fort Worth was that Dan was the only one of us Ben Hogan would acknowledge. Whenever he saw Dan, Hogan would nod and smile tightly and say, “Hi, fella.” We didn’t see how you could hope to get any more recognition than that.

Clearly, Dan has done so. After many years as a daily columnist in Fort Worth and Dallas and now as a senior writer for Sports Illustrated, Dan is one of the country’s most widely known writers. A look at the prose that flows on the following pages will show you why.

— EDWIN SHRAKE

Austin, Texas
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The Dogged Victims of Inexorable Fate


On the golf course, a man may he the dogged victim of inexorable fate, be struck down by an appalling stroke of tragedy, become the hero of unbelievable melodrama, or the clown in a side-splitting comedy—any of these within a few hours, and all without having to bury a corpse or repair a tangled personality.

— BOBBY JONES

It first occurred to me that golf was not particularly the grimmest game in the world one afternoon when I was reading The Brothers Karamazov on an electric cart. There is nothing in The Brothers Karamazov about golf, of course, and very little in the novel about electric carts. But I happened to be reading it, studying for an exam in comparative literature, as I came up the 18th fairway of the Worth Hills municipal course in Fort Worth several years ago. This struck some of my friends as being kind of funny, although not as funny as the fact that I was out of the hole and stood to lose at least fifty big ones.

At any rate, one of the thieves I played golf with in those days said, “I’ll tell you one thing, Jankin. You’d be a lot better off if you worked on your golf and paid less attention to them Nazi Roosians.”

He was probably right, I said, but it certainly was a bum rap they were trying to pin on Dmitri Fyodorovitch.

My friend laughed, grabbed the crotch of his trousers, and said, “I got your da-mitty damned old dorry-vitch right here. I also got you out, out, out and one down.”

Nobody has a soul, I said.

“Naw, they mostly usin’ MacGregors and Spaldings now,” he said.

A chapter in this book titled “The Glory Game” contains a lot more exciting repartee like this, and it also describes in detail why the author gave up a promising career as a tournament player, a career which might well have led him to the zenith of an assistant pro’s job in the lake regions of Wisconsin.

There was another time, later on, when it occurred to me again that golf need not be so grim. This was one day in 1952 when I was covering the Masters tournament for the Fort Worth Press, a daily newspaper which folded a long time ago but hasn’t realized it yet. A typewriter I was using in the Augusta press room did a quaint and curious thing. On a hasty deadline, it wrote, “Sam Snead won the Masters yesterday on greens that were slicker than the top of his head.”

My editor said he thought that was pretty foolish, what I had done, leaving out the where, how and why in the lead, and insulting Sam Snead. Where had I ever heard that this was journalism, or, to use his terms, “good newspapering?” I told him from reading The Brothers Karamazov, the new Daphne Du Maurier he most likely had not read yet. So I wrote an example to prove to him that I could do it his way. It went:

“Sam Snead, champion golfer, won the Masters, a big golf tournament, yesterday, which was yesterday, on a golf course. Mr. Snead is losing some of his hair but not all of it.”

The final, crushing proof for me that golf should be taken light-heartedly came in the spring of I960. I was sitting comfortably in the men’s grill of Colonial Country Club in Fort Worth, vividly describing the moment that Harry Vardon invented the grip, when Arnold Palmer and Dow Finsterwald entered the room. They strolled over and invited me to join them in a practice round before the Colonial National Invitation.

No thank you, I said. There will be a large gallery and I don’t want to dazzle the crowd with my buttondown shirt and my shank. I’m a writer, not a golfer, I said. Palmer said he wasn’t sure about that last part, but come along anyhow because it was late in the day and the people had gone home. So I weakened, unfortunately.

There were, of course, at least five thousand people lining the 1st fairway and gathered around the tee, waiting for Palmer and Finsterwald. When I walked timidly onto the 1st tee with my tie off, my sleeves rolled up, and the caddy carrying my white canvas bag, the only thing I overhead in the gallery was a man ask a friend, “Who’s this geek?”

Hoping to put myself at ease, I went briskly over to Arnold and Dow, took the driver from Palmer’s hands, as if to examine the all-weather grip on it or perhaps the swing weight, and tried to say something snappy.

“Who’s away?” I said.

Palmer drove about 290 yards down the middle, and Finsterwald drove about 260 yards down the middle, and then it was time for me to tee off. I had always suspected that trying to play golf in the company of big time pros and a gallery would be something like walking naked into choir practice. And it was. In that moment on the 1st tee, I suddenly felt blinded and flushed, and that I would like to be somewhere else. Bolivia, maybe.

As I bent over to tee up the ball, I could barely see my hand shaking. I remember being able to taste a giant cotton rabbit in my mouth as I addressed the shot. I remember catching a glimpse of my shoes and wishing they had been shined. And I remember that as I took the club back, I overheard another comment in the gallery.

“No livin’ way,” a man said, quietly.

The drive went somewhere down the fairway, rather remarkably, but the next shot went only fifteen or twenty feet. I topped it. The next one went about ten yards. I topped it again. And the next one went about fifty yards. I hit a foot behind it. Eventually, I managed to pitch onto the putting surface, a feat that was greeted with a ripple of applause, which I took for what it was: a slightly unnecessary sarcasm from a few of my own friends in the crowd.

For a moment or so, I felt all right. I was on the green at last where I could stand around with Arnold and Dow, lean casually on my putter, and smoke. Except when I walked onto the lovely bent grass, I accidentally dragged one foot and my cleats carved a horrible divot out of the turf.

Humiliated, naturally, I quickly got down on my hands and knees to repair the divot. But when I got back up I noticed that the moisture of the green had implanted a huge damp splotch on each knee of my trousers. I leaned over and stared at the splotches, and began to give each leg a casual ruffle. When I raised up, my head hit something hard. It was my caddy’s chin. He had come over to hand me the putter.

I took the putter and went over to my ball. I marked it and tried to hand it to the caddy so he could clean it. I dropped it. We both bent over to pick it up, bumped shoulders, and then got our hands on it at the same time. I dropped my putter. He dropped the towel. I picked up the towel. He picked up the putter. We exchanged them.

At this point, I thought I would light a cigarette to steady the nerves. I removed the pack from my pocket and tapped it against my left hand the way one does to make the cigarettes pop out. About four of them squirted out and onto the green. I picked them up and lit one. But when I went to remove it from my dry lips, it stuck, my fingers slid off the end, knocking the burning head down onto my shirt front. This forced me into a bit of an impromptu dance, which, in turn, resulted in my cleats taking another huge divot out of the green.

When that divot had been repaired, when I had successfully lighted another cigarette, and when I had a firm grip on the putter, I glanced around to see where Palmer and Finsterwald were and realized they had been staring at me, along with the other amused thousands, for God knows how long. It had been my turn to putt.

I won’t go on about the rest of that round, or about the blue-red-purple funk that I played in. The point is made. I will say that because of the experience, and many others, I now know most of the pros pretty well. For example, I know Arnold Palmer well enough to call him Arnold. And Ben Hogan, with whom I have also played golf, has become a close enough friend that he never fails to phone me up to chat whenever we happen to wind up in Mratinje, Yugoslavia, at the same time.

This book is about professional golfers for the most part, and about the unique world around them. It is not a book with a continuing story line, except that modern golf itself is something of a story. But Arnold Palmer does not divorce Winnie and run off with Raquel Welch in the end. He marries his three-wood.

There is sometimes a temptation on the part of a writer putting together a collection to try to hang all of the stories on one line, to shape them into something larger and more meaningful than they are. This book doesn’t do that any more than it pretends to tell the desperate slicer where his V’s ought to point. It is not a history, though there is history in it, and it is not an instructional, though there are theories expounded.

If anything holds the book together other than the binding, it is the fact that a great many fascinating people play this game unconscionably well, and talk about it even better; and most of the more interesting personalities are examined within these covers, playing as I saw them play, and talking as I heard them talk.

The book takes its title from the words of Bobby Jones, who was often capable of writing about the game as well as he played it, which was not exactly with a 12-handicap. Speaking on the topic of golf’s pressures, whether in championship competition or in one’s normal Sunday foursome, Jones once wrote, “On the golf course, a man may be the dogged victim of inexorable fate, be struck down by an appalling stroke of tragedy, become the hero of unbelievable melodrama, or the clown in a sidesplitting comedy—any of these within a few hours, and all without having to bury a corpse or repair a tangled personality.”

We golfers are all of those things at different times, I think. But since I have never known one who did not complain largely and most constantly about bad luck, I believe that we are mostly just the dogged victims of inexorable fate.

Why else, on occasions all too numerous, would we three-putt?



The Glory Game at Goat Hills


Clutch, Mother Zilch.

—MORON TOM, standing on the 18th tee at Goat Hills

Goat Hills is gone now. It was swallowed up a few years ago by the bulldozers of progress, and in the end it was nice to learn that something could take a divot out of those hard fairways. But all of the regular players had left long before. We had matured at last. Maybe it will be all right to talk about it now, about the place and the people and the times we had. It could even be therapeutic. At least it will help explain why I do not play golf so much anymore. I mean, I keep getting invited to Winged Dip and Burning Foot and all of those fancy clubs we sophisticated New Yorkers are supposed to frequent, places where, I hear, they have real flag sticks instead of broom handles. It sounds fine, but I usually beg off. I am, frankly, still over-golfed from all those years at Goat Hills in Texas. You would be too if . . . well, let me tell you some of it. Not all, but some. I will try to be truthful and not too sentimental. But where shall I begin? With Cecil? Perhaps so. He was sort of a symbol in those days, and . . . .

•  •  •

We called him Cecil the Parachute because he fell down a lot. He would attack the golf ball with a whining, leaping shove—more of a calisthenic than a swing, really—and occasionally, in his spectacular struggles for extra distance, he would soar right off the end of elevated tees.

He was a slim, bony, red-faced little man who wore crepe-soled shoes and heavily starched shirts that crackled when he marked his ball, always inching it forward as much as possible. When he was earthbound, Cecil drove a delivery truck for a cookie factory, Grandma’s Cookies, I think, and he always parked it—hid it, rather—behind a tall hedge near the clubhouse. When the truck was there, out of sight of passing cars, one of which might have Grandma in it, you could be pretty sure that not only was Cecil out on the course but so, most likely, were Tiny, Easy, Magoo and Foot the Free, Ernie, Matty, Rush and Grease Repellent, Little Joe, Weldon the Oath, Jerry, John the Band-Aid and Moron Tom. And me. I was called Dump, basically because of what so many partners thought I did to them.

There would be an excellent chance that all of us would be in one hollering, protesting, club-slinking fifteensome, betting $800 million. Anyhow, when Cecil the Parachute had the truck hidden, you knew for sure that the game was on.

The game was not exactly the kind of golf that Gene Sarazen or any of his stodgy friends ever would have approved of. But it was, nevertheless, the kind we played for about fifteen years, through a lot of the 1940’s and most of the 1950’s, at a windy, dusty, indifferently mowed, stone-hard, broomstick-flagged, practically treeless, residentially surrounded public course named Worth Hills in Fort Worth, Texas. Goat Hills we called it, not too originally.

It was a gambling game that went on in some fashion or another, involving from two to twenty players, almost every day of every year. If someone missed a day, it could only have resulted from the fact that he got married or found a pinball machine he could beat. In any case, he would be back tomorrow. The game thus survived—overwhelmed, outlasted—not just my own shaftbending, divot-stomping presence, but heat, rain, snow, wars, tornadoes, jobs, studies, illnesses, divorces, births, deaths and considerations of infinity. If there were certain days when some of us thought the game might help pay part of our tuition through Texas Christian University, a jumble of cream brick buildings across the street from the course, there were other days when it seemed we had plunged into a lifetime of indebtedness. Either way, you were emotionally if not financially trapped, incessantly drawn back to the Hills, like Durrell to Alexandria.

Nearly all of the days at the Hills began the same way. We would be slouched in wicker chairs on the small front porch of the clubhouse, smoking, drinking coffee, complaining about worldly things, such as the Seventh Street Theater not changing its movie in weeks. Say it was August. We would be looking across the putting green and into the heat. In Texas in August you can see the heat. It looks like germs. In fact, say it was the day of the Great Cart Wreck.

A few of us were collapsed on the porch. Matty, who had a crew cut and wore glasses, was resting against a rock pillar, playing tunes with his fingernails on his upper front teeth. He could do that. Learned it in study hall. For money he could play most any tune and it would be recognizable. I had heard him play “Sixty-Minute Man” and “Rocket 88,” both of which were popular at this time and place on jukebox at Jack’s out on the Mansfield Highway. Jack’s is where we went at night “to hustle the pretties,” as Moron Tom would phrase it, or watch truck drivers fight to see who bought the beer.

I was reading. Something light, I believe, like The Brothers Karamazov. Any kind of book brought out in the presence of Tiny, a railroad conductor, or Weldon the Oath, a postman, or Grease Repellent, who worked at a Texaco station, would prompt a whoop.

“Hey, Dump,” one of them would say. “What you gonna do with all them book things clangin’ around in your head?”

Be a writer, I would mumble, and grow up to marry Marlene Dietrich.

“That’s good,” another would say. “All I know is, you ain’t gonna be no golfer.”

Foot the Free, which was short for Big Foot the Freeloader, would be present, practice-putting at a small, chipped-out crevice in the concrete of the porch, a spot that marked the finish of the greatest single hole I ever saw played—but more about that later. Little Joe would be out on the putting green, trying to perfect a stroke behind his back that he felt might help him rob somebody. Magoo would be talking about how unlucky he was and how there couldn’t be any God after the way he played the back nine yesterday.

Presently, on the day of the Great Cart Wreck, John the Band-Aid showed up, striding grimly from the parking lot, clubs over his shoulder, anxious to go play. He had whipped a Turf King pinball machine somewhere over on University Drive, and he had some money.

“You, you, you and you and you and you, too,” said John. “All of you two, two, two. Automatic one downs and get-evens on nine and eighteen. Whipsaw everybody seventy or better for five.” John had lost the day before.

We began tying our shoes.

Magoo said, “I don’t guess anybody’s gonna let me play since I didn’t drop but a young fifty yesterday.”

“You’re here, aren’t you?” said John, removing three clubs from his bag, which he dropped in the gravel, and swinging them violently in a limbering up exercise. “Me and Joe got all teams for five match and five medal. Dollar cats and double on birdies.”

Little Joe, who played without a shirt and had a blond ducktail haircut, said, “Sure wish I’d get to pick my own partner someday. You gonna play good, John, or scrape it as usual?”

“Ain’t no keep-off signs on me,” said John. “You want some of your young partner?”

“I try five,” said Little Joe in a high-pitched voice. “Five and a R-ra C.” It was caddy talk, meaning Royal Crown Cola, the champagne of Negro caddies.

Little Joe and I took an electric cart, one of those two-seaters with three wheels, and John and Magoo took one. The rest, walked carrying their own clubs. We were an eightsome, but if others showed up later they could join in, and there would be plenty of action for them. It was not unusual for two or three players to catch up to us, or drive their cars around the course until they found us, park, hop out and get into the game right then. It was Matty one afternoon, I remember, who drove his red Olds right up near the 3rd green, leaped out with his golf shoes and glove already on, and said, “Do I have a duck in the car?” He had driven straight to the game from the University of Oklahoma where he was enrolled, a distance of about two hundred miles. And he had a live duck in the car in case anyone wanted to bet the couldn’t hit a duck hook.

With only eight players this day the game was fairly simple to bookkeep. It worked like this. You played each of the other seven individually on the front nine, the back and the eighteen. And you and your partner played all other two-man combinations, or nine other twosomes, the same way. Any man or team who got one down automatically pressed, which meant starting a new bet right there. And everything was doubled, tripled, quadrupled—whatever it took—to get you even on the 9th and 18th holes if you were losing. It was certainly nice to birdie the 9th and 18th holes sometimes.

Naturally, there would always be a long, long pause on the ninth tee while everybody figured out how they stood, like this particular day. John the Band-Aid, who earned his nickname from bleeding a lot, had shot even-par 35, but he was down to everyone.

“All right, Magoo,” said John. “With you I’m out, out, out, even, even, one down and one down. I press your young ass for ten. Let’s see, Foot. You got me out, out, out and one down with your friggin’ birdie on seven. I’ll push you eight.” And so it went.

John the Band-Aid, who wore a straw hat and kept a handkerchief tied around his neck to protect him against sunburn, rarely observed honors on the tee. In fact, the game sort of worked in reverse etiquette. The losers would jump up and hit first.

The 9th tee at the Hills was on a semi-bluff, above a rather desperate dropoff into a cluster of undernourished hackberry trees, a creek, rocks and weeds. It was a par-four hole, going back toward the clubhouse and slightly uphill. The drive had to carry the big ravine, and if you hit it straight enough and far enough you could get a level lie, about a seven-iron from the green.

John the Band-Aid was teed up first, after all of the figuring out about scores, and as he addressed the ball, spreading his feet, he said, “I’m gonna hit this young mother right into Stadium Drive.”

“Outhit you for five,” said Magoo.

“You’re on,” said John, tightening his lips, gripping the driver. “Anybody else?”

“Hit it, Daddy,” said Little Joe, his partner.

John the Band-Aid then curved a wondrous slice into the right rough, and coming off of his follow through he slung the club in the general direction of Eagle Mountain Lake, which was thirty miles behind us. He just missed hitting Little Joe, who nimbly ducked out of the way.

“Man, man,” said Joe. “They ought to put you in a box and take you to the World’s Fair.”

John folded his arms and stared off in another direction for a moment, burning inside. Then, suddenly, he dashed over to his bag, jerked out his two-iron and slung it against the water fountain, snapping the shaft in half.

“That ass hole friggin’ club cost me a shot back on the fourth,” he explained.

I was fairly outraged, too, as I remember. Not at John. I had broken more clubs than he had ever owned. It was because I was one under and no money ahead. Maybe that’s why I pointed the electric cart straight down the hill and let it run, putting Little Joe and myself instantly out of control, and headed for oblivion.

Over the rocks and ditches we were speeding, breaking the sound barrier for carts, and when the front wheel struck a large stone, sending us spiraling into the air, all I recall was hearing Little Joe’s voice.

“Son of a young . . .” is all I heard him say.

We both went over the front end, head first, the bag and clubs spewing out behind and over us. I suppose I was out for ten seconds, and when I came to the cart was heaped on my left leg, battery acid was eating away at my shirt, and gnarled clubs were everywhere. Little Joe was sitting down in the rocks examining his skinned elbows and giggling. The others were standing around, looking at us, considering whether to lift the cart off my leg—or leave me there to lose all bets.

Magoo glanced down at Little Joe’s white canvas bag, already being eaten into by the battery acid.

“Two dollars says Joe don’t have a bag before we get to eighteen,” he said.

My ankle was so swollen I had to remove my golf shoe and play the remainder of the round in one shoe and one sock. Little Joe’s bag lasted until the 14th green where, when he went to pick it up after putting out, nothing was left but the two metal rings, top and bottom, joined together by a wooden stick and shoulder strap. And most of his left trouser leg was going fast.

“Two says Joe is stark naked by the seventeenth,” said Magoo.

We finished the round, somehow. I do remember that both Little Joe and I managed birdies on the last hole because Magoo and John the Band-Aid talked for weeks about the time they got beat by a cripple and a guy who was on fire.

In or out of a runaway cart, our game frequently took on odd dimensions. Utterly bored, we often played Goat Hills backwards, or to every other hole, or to every third hole, or entirely out of bounds except for the greens, which meant you had to stay in the roads and lawns, with only one club, or with only two or three clubs, or even at night, which could be stimulating because of all the occupied cars parked on the more remote fairways.

One of the more interesting games we invented was the Thousand-yard Dash. This was a one-hole marathon, starting at the farthest point on the course from the clubhouse—beside the 12th green—and ending at the chipped-out place in the concrete on the porch.

I have forgotten who invented it. Most likely it was either Foot the Free, Matty or myself, for we had once played from the old Majestic Theater to the Tarrant County courthouse in downtown Fort Worth without getting arrested. We had been driving around town, scraping fenders and breaking off radio aerials, when we stopped the car near the Majestic. Matty hopped out, opened the trunk of my car, got out a club and a ball and smashed a drive straight down Throckmorton Street, wonderfully straight, over automobiles and people. It rolled forever. Foot and I did the same. We played on with putters to the courthouse lawn, frequently falling down and flopping over like laughing fish. But, anyhow, they were about twelve of us who each put five dollars in the pot one day for the Thousand-yard Dash.

And off we went, flailing away, cutting across fairways, intruding on other foursomes, cursing and carefully counting the strokes of those who had chosen the same route as us. Some went to the left of the stone outhouse that perched atop the highest point of the course, and some played to the right of it. I followed Foot the Free because he could never afford to lose. He carried the same five-dollar bill for about eight years, I think. So we hooked a driver, hooked another driver, hooked a third driver, then hooked a spoon—you had to hook the ball at Goat Hills to get the roll—and that got us within pitching distance of the clubhouse porch. The others were out of it by now, lost in creeks or the flower beds of apartment houses which bordered the No. 1 fairway.

My approach shot carried the porch, hit hard against the clapboard wall of the clubhouse, chased Wells Howard, the pro, back inside the front door, brought a scream from his wife Lola, glanced off one of the rock pillars supporting the shingled overhang on the porch, and finally came to rest—puttable if I moved a chair—about twenty feet from the crevice.

Foot played a bounce shot, lofting a high wedge, letting it plop in front of the porch on the gravel. It hopped up beautifully over the curb and skidded against the wall, ricocheted off a chair leg and slammed to a halt only ten feet or so from the hole. Hell of a shot.

We quickly got a broom and began sweeping dirt particles off the porch to improve our putting lines, and we took off our shoes because cleats are very bad for putting on concrete. The other players gathered around and started making side bets. We put Wells and Lola at ease by convincing them that this would look good in our biographies one day after we had all gone out and won the young National Open and got ourselves famous.

A couple of rent-club players strolled out of the golf shop, and Foot asked them kindly not to step in his line. “Smartass punks,” one of them said.

My putt offered one distinct danger, that of tapping it too hard and having it roll past the crevice and into a row of pull carts lined up at the far end of the porch, which is precisely what happened. I tried to argue that the carts were an unnatural hazard and that I deserved a free lift, but Wells Howard, no doubt believing the game to be my idea, ruled I had to play it. On in five, I eighteen-putted for a 23. Against anyone else I might still have had a chance, but Foot was one of the greatest putters in history on any kind of surface. He calmly tapped his ten-footer and it dribbled slowly, slowly over the concrete, wavering, wobbling—and in.

Foot’s six was about the best hole I ever saw played, and I have seen several Odessa Pro-Am’s. The only thing I have even heard about that came close to equaling it happened in Austin, Texas, a year or so later. A friend of mine named Bud Shrake, a Hills man on and off, a novelist and Sports Illustrated writer and the author of this book’s Foreword, made a 517 against another friend, Jerre Todd, from the Lake Austin Inn to a brown leather loafer in the closet of Todd’s apartment near the University of Texas campus.

I am sure that the longest hole we ever played was from the 1st tee at Goat Hills to the 3rd green at Colonial Country Club, roughly fifteen blocks away, regardless of whether one played down Stadium Drive, past the TCU football field, left on Park Hill and over the houses, or down Alton Road and Simondale, past the homes where wealthy roofing company owners and Rotarians lived.

The first time we played it, Tiny wore his bright red, elastic-waisted slacks—he was six foot three and weighed close to three hundred pounds—and Rush’s dad, a retired oilman, caddied for him in a big black Lincoln, and Cecil the Parachute got bit by a cocker spaniel.

Playing through neighborhoods requires an unusual shot. The trick, we learned, was to stay in the streets as much as possible to get distance, so a good club to own was a blade putter. You can swat the ball low with a blade putter, guide it pretty well and get lots of extra roll on the pavement. We all kept one around.

I happened to have sliced a putter shot into a bed of iris on Alton Road and was searching for it when I noticed Cecil down the driveway, contemplating a difficult shot. It would have to rise quickly to clear a backyard cyclone fence, and then duck sharply to get under an oak, and then hook more severely to get around a tile roof and then slice back to land in the street. As he studied the shot a dog was barking at his ankles.

Cecil leaped at the ball in his customary manner and drove the shot straight into the Cyclone fence, about eight feet in front of him, and his follow-through carried him forward onto his elbows and stomach, like a man being dragged behind a team of horses. He slid head first into the fence, and the spaniel quickly chased after him as if it were retrieving a sock.

Cecil scrambled up and came tiptoeing back toward me down the driveway, saying, “Hurried the shot. That sucker was a-growlin’ at me, and just when I started to swing I seen a lady cussin’ me through the kitchen window.”

We picked up—“I.P.’d,” as one said at the time, meaning the ball was “in pocket”—and began looking for all the other competitors in backyards along the way toward Colonial. Tiny had quit at a fishpond. Grease Repellent had struck a sundial and lost his ball. Easy Reid had met a fellow and stopped to sell him some insurance. John the Band-Aid had broken his blade putter by throwing it against a chimney. The only two still in contention were Foot and Magoo, whom we found hitting seven-irons out of Bermuda grass lawns over the rose-covered fence and onto Colonial’s 1st fairway. They had to play out fast because some Colonial members had sent a caddy back to the clubhouse to get the club manager, Vergal Bourland, who would call in the 82nd Airborne. Foot and Magoo each wound up with a nineteen and hustled back over the fence before Vergal could get their names.

Quite an argument followed, I recall, about the play-off. Magoo suggested playing back to Goat Hills, to the soft drink box in the lunchroom. Foot wanted to play to Herb Massey’s restaurant on Eighth Avenue, only three miles away, because he felt like a chicken-fried steak with cream gravy and playing the shuffle bowl machine. Herb’s is where we spent almost as much time as we did at Goat Hills, playing gin, betting football games, drinking beer, talking about girls and God, about the thirteen roads leading out of town and wagering on the pinball and shuffle bowl machines. It was where I once saw Matty come in one day with his pants and shirt on backwards and his glasses on the back of his head, and shoot 280 on the shuffle bowl—backwards. Foot and Magoo finally wound up splitting the money from Colonial, and we all went back to the Hills and got in a putting game that lasted until midnight.

•  •  •

To at least partly understand why anyone would hang around a municipal golf course for one-third of his life playing games such as these, you have to understand something about the town and the state and what golf means there.

First of all, Fort Worth is basically a quiet place. It is an old country town with a flexible society (anyone with money can join), a river, the Trinity, a fragrant stockyard on the North Side where no one ever went except to eat Mexican food at Joe Garcia’s, a General Dynamics plant, a couple of newspapers, a lot of beer taverns, a downtown area sparkling with loan companies, a few elegant neighborhoods and a university, TCU, which was and is primarily noted for turning out Sam Baugh, Davey O’Brien, Jim Swink and Bob Lilly. It is a town where little has happened, outside of a few big college football games, since Vernon Castle, the dancer, was killed during World War I when his training plane crashed in a suburb. Nor has anyone cared to make something happen except, occasionally, on the golf courses.

Fort Worth is where Ben Hogan and Byron Nelson grew up, and this is one of the first facts a kid learns. There you are one day, out in the front yard brandishing a yardstick like a sword, playing Errol Flynn in The Sea Hawk, when, suddenly, your parents decide you have a natural swing. They then tell you about Hogan and Nelson, about Jimmy Demaret, who came from Houston, and about Lloyd Mangrum, Ralph Guldahl and Harry Cooper, who came from Dallas, and they shove you onto the nearest course and tell you not to come home until you’re ready for the Ethiopian Four-ball. So you stay twenty years trying to cure a shank and learning to love a duck hook.

Essentially because of the climate—there are few weeks in any year when a man would not play golf in Texas—the sport for about thirty or forty years has been second in importance only to football. This is true throughout the state: in the north-central area of Fort Worth and Dallas, through the heavy pines of East Texas, and in the hills and woods around Austin, along the arid, palmed coasts of Houston and Corpus Christi and all across the peach-colored plains of West Texas and the Panhandle, where the fairways wind around mesquite and oil pumps and players can be seen wearing glistening tool dresser’s helmets and coveralls, or Stetsons and khakis.

Golf has always received luxurious attention in the newspapers. As soon as you were old enough to read you could see headlines about people like Gus Moreland and Harry Todd playing in some fascinating thing called the Ranger Invitation. Just about every town with a service station clock used to have some kind of invitation tournament for amateurs. All kinds of places—Abilene, Lubbock, Tyler, Longview, Eastland, Waxahachie, Dublin, Midland. They would begin in mid-March and continue through mid-September, there being from ten to twenty each week, scattered all over, and it was possible, and I presume still is, for a good high school or collegiate golfer to play competitively for twenty or so weeks every year, winning, if he was talented enough, more sets of clubs, TV sets, silver trays and wrist watches than he could ever sell to get money to gamble with.

It was this vast amateur circuit that gave us Hogan and Nelson and Demaret, and then Jackie Burke, Jr., Tommy Bolt, Billy Maxwell, Don January, Wes Ellis, Earl Stewart, Shelley Mayfield, Don Cherry, Dave Marr, Bobby Nichols, Miller Barber, Charley Coody, Ernie Vossler, Don Massengale, Homero Blancos, Rex Baxter, Jacky Cupit, Dudley Wyson, Joe Conrad and dozens of others who made it and dozens who didn’t.

I can relate with a certain amount of pride that Goat Hills produced its share of touring pros, not the least of which were Vossler, Coody, Massengale, Jack Montgomery and Jerry Edwards. Coody, Massengale and Montgomery came along after our goofy games were over, but Vossler and Edwards came right out of them. Ernie was a relentless competitor who could never understand why anyone other than he ever sank a putt. Sometimes, when a player like Weldon the Oath would hole one, Ernie would stalk straight to the clubhouse and brood. Vossler was never as proficient as, say, myself at breaking club shafts. In one streak I broke my eight-iron every day at the 17th tee for a week because I couldn’t make a ball hold that dinky, par-three green. But Ernie had his moments. He bladed a six-iron one afternoon at the 6th hole, I remember, and almost killed us all. He hurled the club straight into the brick fairway, and the shaft snapped. Both parts of the club bounced into the air. One jagged end sprang back and hit Ernie in the palm, causing five stitches. The other glanced toward Weldon and myself, sending us sprawling, as if threatened by repetitious lightning bolts as the steel shaft sparkled in the sun and danced around us.

Later that same day Weldon the Oath had one of his talking fits—talking to the ball. He took oaths on the golf course. Outrageous vows and oaths. Wearing his postman’s cap and playing without golf shoes, he had rushed to the game so quickly, I can still hear him giving the ball a wonderful lecture on the 14th tee. The 14th was the easiest hole on the course, a downhill, with-the-wind par four you could drive. If you didn’t birdie this hole you broke at least three clubs. But here was Weldon on the tee, fearful of his usual slice.

“This is your last chance,” he said to the ball, addressing his drive. “You lousy little crud. If you slice on me one more time I’m gonna bite you right in half and chew your rubber guts up. Now you go straight! You hear me? Do you hear me tellin’ you this? There’s no by God reason why you got to slice on me ever’ time, damn it. Grreeeoood daaaammmm, you, aaaiiii!”

And Weldon hit a world-record slice.

It crossed at least two fairways to the right, a marvelous half-moon of a shot. The ball had scarcely left the clubhead before Weldon was spinning around in circles, pawing at the air with his driver, slugging at imaginary evils, whining and cursing. He ran over and started beating the driver head against a wooden tee marker. He hauled off and beat the ground with it, over and over. He stomped on the face of the club and wished he were wearing cleats to scar it forever. Then he suddenly stopped and got morose.

“Let me hit one more, just for practice,” he said, calmly. “I got to figure out what I’m doing wrong.”

Weldon hit another glorious slice and simply bent the shaft of the club over his knee and broke it.

“Gaaaaaa, rrreeeee, aaaddd,” he exploded again. “I’m bam-dad finished. This is my last day on any gaaad rrraaapp golf course son of a badddeerd bat rop ditch bastard crapping pee.” He was so mad he couldn’t make his words come out right. “You picks have guyed me damn stick. This rotten stinking miserable low-life friggin’ spick nigger whore game.”

Weldon the Oath hiked to the clubhouse, but he was, of course, back the next day.

After I holed out a thirty-foot putt to halve a gimme birdie one afternoon on the 14th, Vossler left for good. He moved on to more glamorous things, to the big money games at Ridglea, to become city champion, state amateur champion and ultimately onto the PGA tour. He won a couple of tournaments out there, made good money and finally settled down to a fine club job at Quail Creek in Oklahoma City. I have always considered Ernie our honor graduate.

For a while, all of us thought Jerry Edwards would make it, giving Goat Hills another star in pro golf. Jerry would go around shooting things like 29’s and 30’s on the back nine at the Hills, driving the ball four miles, or roughly the distance to old Paschal High School (now Tech), a Gibraltar of education that turned out most of us with diplomas in Library Pass Forging, Double Lunch Period Registration, Boiler Room Smoking, Basketball, Abortion Arranging, Tire Screeching and Secret Marriage. Jerry got in the money pretty often on the tour but never managed a win and eventually gave it up. His greatest publicity came when he was rumored to have gone AWOL from the army in 1962 to play in the U.S. Open. “A true Hills man,” Magoo said.

Although Vossler and Edwards were the only two who succeeded, unless you want to count Coody, Massengale and Montgomery who came later, all of us at one time, I believe, envisioned a pro career. Easy Reid, for example, bought a huge black bag and an umbrella and some alligator shoes and turned pro, but the closest he came to the big time was missing the cut at the Odessa Pro-Am with me as a heavy partner. Grease Repellent turned pro one day after he shot 62 at the Hills, eight under par, breaking the course record that five of us had shared at 65. But Grease didn’t go on the tour, and he didn’t take a club job. He only refused to play in any more amateur tournaments, which he didn’t enter anyhow.

Sadly, my own dreams were constantly spoiled by collisions with reality. The first time it happened was when I went to the State Junior tournament in San Antonio convinced I would win only to get beat three and two by a cross-handed Mexican wearing tennis shoes. I returned, thirsting for revenge, the following year and lost to a barefoot fourteen-year-old who had only five clubs.

But if those experiences were not enough to convince me, the Waxahachie Invitation should have. The Waxahachie Invitation was not exactly the Masters of Texas, but it had a lot of entries every year that we thought were awfully dazzling; players like Don Cherry, Earl Stewart, Don January, Billy Maxwell and Joe Conrad, to name a few. It was a real privilege to get beat 6-5 by any of them, we felt. I remember an unusually strong field one year at Waxahachie because it took a 70 to qualify for thirty of the thirty-two places in the championship flight. Unluckily, I shot 71 along with eleven others, so there had to be a sudden death play-off—swatfest, it was called—for the last two spots. A swatfest meant a gallery. Bad deal.

One by one we teed off on the 1st hole, a par three, and nine players bogeyed and were eliminated. I envied them all. One player got a birdie and was in. Two of us made pars and had to go another hole for the remaining berth, or the honor of being buried by a Cherry, a January or a Maxwell the next day.

The other fellow was a tall, twangy Texan named Shelby, and I did not realize until a few years later that it was the same Carroll Shelby who raced automobiles. This might have been the traumatic experience that made him change sports. The small crowd hung around to watch us play another hole, the 2nd, a par-five that bent around a deep cavern and was bordered on one side by a wire fence that separated the course from a cotton field. I recall teeing up my ball and overhearing a couple of spectators behind me.

“Who you want?” one said.

“Aw, neither, axe-you-ly. They both chili dippers,” said the other.

Whatever Shelby did, I did better. He hooked, I hooked. He hit one over the fence, I hit one over the fence. He got lost in the cavern, I got lost in the cavern. He landed in a bunker, I landed in a bunker. At one point a man in the gallery said, “Well, I been to two county fairs and the Dublin Rodeo, but I ain’t seen nothin’ like this.” I finally won the hole with a ten to Shelby’s eleven most likely on a bookkeeping error.

One did not have to venture out of town—out on the tour, so to speak—to enrich the game back at Goat Hills. You could go across town to any of a dozen other courses that Fort Worth had. You could certainly sneak onto any of the country clubs and play from No. 2 through No. 17 frequently replacing all of the flagsticks in the bunkers instead of the cups for reasons which seemed hilarious then.

Our game, I think, was substantially influenced by those at the other courses. At one time we believed that the really good players in town were mostly at another public course, Meadowbrook. They did things like win the city championship all the time, which is something, incidentally, that neither Ben Hogan, Byron Nelson nor I could ever do. In our respective eras we each finished second in our best effort. So if anyone ever asks what Hogan, Nelson and Jenkins have in common, you now know.

And then there was Ridglea. Ridglea had players who might not have been as skilled as those at other courses, but they could sure outbet you. Legendary guys with names like Spec, Snapper and Simpo played at Ridglea, and while they weren’t all that great from tee to green, they could talk you out of your savings account just by moaning. Occasionally you would get deluded by a 67 at wide-open Goat Hills and take your swing over to narrow Ridglea. You always came back busted, but at least you had been to the shrine where Titanic Thompson used to hang around.

Titanic Thompson was the adopted name of one Alvin C. Thomas of Rogers, Arkansas. During the 1920’s and 1930’s Titanic earned fame as the greatest golf hustler who ever lived. Right-handed or left-handed, Ti would bring you in crisp. Everyone had heard about the time at Ridglea long ago that Thompson beat Byron Nelson head-to-head, taking $1000 off Byron’s backers.

At Ridglea you could sit around and listen to all of the good stories about Thompson, some of them maybe even true. People would tell how he got his name: from a guy called Snow Clark in a pool game in Joplin (“The way you’re sinking everybody they ought to call you Titanic”), how he could throw a key into a keyhole, shoot a sparrow off a telephone wire, throw a watermelon over a hotel, bet it would rain in thirty minutes—and win, outrun a jackrabbit, bet he could hit a green with his driver from four hundred yards (he would walk to the green and tap it with the club, you lose), how he could sail fifty-two cards into a hat and beat anybody playing golf if the price was right. And all the other tales. You would like to have known Titanic Thompson more than any other man.

Since that was impossible the next best thing was just being at Ridglea sometimes, back in those days before they turned it into a country club for Jaycees. The fact that Thompson had spent some time there left Ridglea with a tradition to uphold, it seemed, and a lot of fellows worked hard to uphold it.
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