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INTRODUCTION

I was playing a round of golf with some friends recently when one of my partners brought up a highly publicized incident he’d seen on television.

“Arnie,” he said, “how on earth did Ian Woosnam end up with fifteen clubs in his bag at the British Open?”

“Happens more than you think,” I said. “You’re on the range fooling around with different clubs and you walk to the tee with too many in your bag. Of course, most of the time your caddie counts clubs before you tee off and you catch the mistake before it costs you two shots.”

“Has it ever happened to you?” my friend wanted to know.

“No, I always check the bag myself. Ian relied on his caddie, and the caddie let him down.”

“So, what if the caddie had kept his mouth shut? Could they have played the whole round without anybody finding out? And what if they’d played more than one hole? How big would the penalty have been then?”

Before I could answer those questions, another member of our group joined the discussion. “Who came up with the idea of only fourteen clubs anyway?” he said. “Why not fifteen, or sixteen, or twelve?”

Finally I threw my hands up, and we all had a good laugh.

Questions like that come up all the time in my foursome, but I’m not alone. Every day at golf courses all over the world questions about the rules of golf are being asked and debated in locker rooms and on the first tees and, as was the case with my friends, one question usually sparks two or three more.

I’ve played competitive golf for over half a century now, and I still love it as much today as I did as a child growing up in Latrobe, Pennsylvania. But even after all these years playing thousands of competitive rounds, I still run across new and fascinating nuances in the rules of golf. As much golf as I’ve played over the years, you would think I had seen every head-scratching, eyebrow-raising, stranger-than-fiction rule scenario there is, but every so often a situation comes along that leaves me saying, “Hmm, I wonder how that’s handled under the rules.” That’s one of the reasons I thought a book about golf rulings—the quirky situations that have come up over the years and how they were handled by golf’s ruling bodies—would make an interesting read.

Heaven knows I’ve also been involved in enough controversial rulings in my own career. Some of my more highly publicized and controversial rules situations continue to be debated in grill rooms around the world forty to fifty years after the fact, while other rulings I’ve been involved in barely warrant the attention of the professional staff at Latrobe Country Club (where I play most of my summer golf) or the Bay Hill Club in Orlando where I spend most of my winters. Still I’m asked about various rulings, with friends and acquaintances saying things like, “Arnie, that drop you took in the U.S. Open back in such-and-so year, what was the situation there again?” or “Arnie, didn’t you have a penalty in this-or-that tournament for breaking rule whatever?”

From what I’ve seen over the years, golfers don’t have a passing interest in the rules of the game: They are obsessed by the rules. Just look at the number of phone calls and e-mails the PGA Tour receives regarding rulings. A golf fan at home turns on the television and sees what he thinks is a violation of the rules, and he immediately calls the tournament director to report it. With so much golf on television these days, that sort of thing happens almost every week now. Sometimes the fans are right. Sometimes the pros make mistakes that are caught by the camera. But most of the time the golf fans watching at home are just like the average golfers in my foursome or in foursomes all over the country: They know just enough about the rules to be dangerous.

It should be easy. There are only thirty-four rules in our game—fewer than baseball, basketball, football, soccer, rugby and cricket—and the rule book is available to anyone who wants it. You don’t have to be an umpire or official to own a copy of the Rules of Golf as published by the USGA or the Royal and Ancient Golf Club of St. Andrews. In fact, most golf shops have several versions lying around, and anyone who has a question can ask his local pro.

But not every rules situation is simple and straightforward. Golf is a game of only thirty-four rules but a million variables. Average golfers can’t be expected to know all the scenarios in the game. Most touring pros don’t know everything there is to know about the rules. The USGA give rules seminars around the country to educate and inform the golfing public about the rules, but even rules officials can make some bad rulings in the heat of the moment.

The truth is, nobody’s perfect. Tour pros make mistakes, rules officials sometimes make mistakes, and average golfers playing leisurely rounds on Saturday mornings with their buddies make mistakes. It’s the nature of the game. But it’s also the nature of the game for golfers to do everything in their power to rectify their mistakes and play the game in accordance with the rules.

Golf has always been, and hopefully will always remain, a gentleman’s game. Thousands of rounds are played every day at country clubs, resorts, and public courses around the world without benefit of umpires, referees, judges, or officials. The rules of our game fascinate us because we are our own umpires. Golfers are self-policing, regularly calling penalties on themselves for rules infractions like carrying too many clubs. Why did Ian Woosnam’s caddie tell his boss about the 15th club in the bag? Because it would never occur to him to do anything else. The integrity of the game is more important than any single tournament or any one player, and everyone who plays our game does so under that same code of honor.

Rules and rulings in golf are what make our sport unique. The fan sitting at home can relate to the penalty stroke a tour pro is taking for hitting his ball into a water hazard, because average golfers incur those same penalties every day.

Just as players and rules officials make occasional mistakes, the rules themselves aren’t perfect either. The rule book wasn’t handed down by the Almighty on stone tablets. It’s written by men and women who love the game. Those men and women also edit and revise the rules every four years, making subtle changes to reflect any situations that might have occurred in which the existing rulings were vague or fuzzy. Some of the examples I’ve used in this book prompted changes in the rules in their time, and others will likely be debated in future meetings of golf’s ruling bodies.

In presenting this book to you, I hope to make certain golf rulings clearer and provide you with a practical interpretation of why certain rules work the way they do. By going down memory lane with me, rehashing some famous and some not-so-famous rulings, hopefully you will gain a better understanding of how and why the rules of golf work the way they do. Hopefully the lessons you learn will help you enjoy the game.

If I’m successful on that front—if anything you pick up in these pages makes the game a little more fun—then the time and effort that has gone into this book will have been worth it.

Enjoy perusing the rules and rulings, but more importantly, go out and enjoy the game.




RULE 1
The Game


The first rule in the rule book is a simple one, but one that is broken more often than it’s obeyed, which is hard to believe considering it’s so straightforward. The first section of the rule—Rule 1-1—reads:

The Game of Golf consists in playing a ball from the teeing ground into the hole by a stroke or successive strokes in accordance with the Rules.

You would think that would be simple enough. It’s a general definition of the game that everyone, even those who don’t play golf, knows and recognizes. You start golf by hitting a ball from the tee into the hole in the fewest strokes possible under the rules. You hit it, find it, and hit it again, until you get it in the hole. You can’t mess this rule up, right?

Wrong. Anytime you’re playing in a stroke play competition, and you concede a putt, you’ve broken this rule. The rule states that you have to play “from the teeing ground into the hole,” not “from the teeing ground to a spot close to the hole where everyone knows you’d make it anyway” Kicking a two-inch putt back to someone in a stroke play event, or saying, “That’s good, pick it up,” to a fellow competitor is a violation of this rule, one that occurs every day in clubs all over the world.

This is where the vagaries between match play (which is defined in Rule 2 of the rule book) and stroke play (which is covered by Rule 3) confuse the average player. In match play, you can certainly concede a putt or a hole. Since match play is a game between two competitors or two teams of competitors, one player or one team can certainly “give” a putt to another, whether to concede the hole or simply to move things along at a reasonable pace.

One of the most famous examples of this occurred in the 1969 Ryder Cup Matches at Royal Birkdale in Southport, England. The Great Britain and Ireland team was still a little miffed by the remarks U.S. Captain Ben Hogan had made prior to the 1967 Matches in Houston, Texas. I was on that team, sitting a few feet from Hogan at the gala dinner when he made the introductions. Dai Rees, the venerable captain of the GB&I team, introduced each player by giving an elegant speech that enticed everyone to applaud. Hogan then stood up and called for quiet, saying his speech would be much shorter. “Ladies and gentlemen,” Hogan said, motioning toward those of us on the U.S. side of the table, “the best golfers in the world.” Then he sat down.

Boy, the Britons were hot about that one. We beat the GB&I team 23½ points to 8½ points that year, a real trouncing, which didn’t help matters. When the matches went back across the pond to Southport, the lingering sting from Hogan’s introduction still plagued them.

The GB&I team played better than they had in years, knotting the matches at 15½ points apiece on the final day. It all came down to a final singles match between Tony Jacklin and Jack Nicklaus. Jacklin had been one down with two to play but made an eagle at the par-five 17th to square the match. At the 18th, Nicklaus barely missed a birdie putt, but tapped in for par. Jacklin was left with a two-footer to halve the hole and the match, thus insuring a tie in the Ryder Cup. The Ryder Cup matches had never ended in a tie, but Nicklaus made history that afternoon by picking up Jacklin’s marker and conceding the putt, in essence saying to Jacklin, “That’s good.”

Walking off the green, Nicklaus said to Jacklin, “I don’t think you would have missed that, Tony, but under the circumstances I’d never give you the opportunity.”

Jack has been criticized over the years for that concession. J. C. Snead still seethes when the subject is brought up. “It wasn’t the Jack Nicklaus Cup,” Snead says. “It was the Ryder Cup. Jack had no right to give that putt when his other teammates had no say in the matter.”

That’s where J. C. is wrong. Under the rules of match play, Jack had every right to concede the putt, because, while both players were part of larger teams, the match was between Nicklaus and Jacklin. Under the rules of golf, Jack had every right to do what he did.

Confusion about Rule 1 comes in stroke play competitions that range from the tournaments we play week-in and week-out on the PGA and PGA Senior Tours, to the club championships and Wednesday dogfights that are held every week at courses all over America. In those tournaments there are more than two people competing and more than one group to consider. If you give a putt to one of the guys in your foursome, it adversely affects the fellow competitors who aren’t in your group, and who might take umbrage with your generosity. In stroke play situations, the definition of the game in Rule 1-1 means what it says. You have to play from the teeing ground into the hole with no given putts. If you pick up a two-incher, you haven’t played the game.

I even got confused by this rule once in a U.S. Open. It was 1962 and I was coming into the summer having had a pretty good year. I’d won the Masters, the Bob Hope Desert Classic, the Phoenix Open, the Texas Open, and the Tournament of Champions before returning home to Pennsylvania for our national championship at Oakmont Country Club in suburban Pittsburgh. I was certainly favored to win that year. Oakmont is only an hour’s drive from my home in Latrobe, and I was coming into the event playing as well as I ever had since turning pro. But 13 three-putt greens in the course of 72 holes blew my chances. Still, I had an eight-footer on the 72nd hole to win the golf tournament, but as had happened too often during the week, I felt like I was putting with a wet noodle out there. The putt to win never had a chance and I finished tied for the lead at the end of regulation.

The following day, a Sunday, Jack Nicklaus and I went back to the course for an 18-hole playoff to determine the winner of the 1962 U.S. Open. Jack had shot a 69 in the fourth round to tie me with an aggregate score of 283, and his putting had been a hundred times better than mine had been all week.

My putting woes continued throughout the playoff. Finally, on the 18th, Jack led by two shots. I needed to make an eagle if Jack made a par, and the way he had played all day there was no doubt in my mind that par was the worst score he would make. I didn’t make eagle, or birdie, or even par. When I tapped in for bogey and Jack rolled his birdie putt to within three inches, it was obviously over. In a gesture of concession, I picked up Jack’s marker and tossed it back to him, shaking his hand and congratulating him on winning his first U.S. Open Championship.

But there was a problem. Joe Dey our rules official, informed us that I couldn’t concede the putt. This was a stroke play competition and Jack had to finish in order to be declared the winner.

I was confused. There were only two people in the playoff, so there weren’t any other competitors to consider. The rest of the field had finished the day before, and Jack and I were the only golfers anywhere in sight. One of us would win, and the other would finish second. Jack had obviously beaten me, and I had done what I considered the honorable thing by conceding the last putt.

Even so, U.S. Open playoffs are stroke play events, not match play events. Jack had to start from the teeing ground and knock his ball in the hole in order for the victory to count. He replaced his ball, and rolled in the three-inch putt to win.
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Jack seemed happy with my concession at the U.S. Open, although it turned out to be against the rules. Putts can’t be conceded in stroke play, even when only two of you are playing. ARNOLD PALMER’S PERSONAL COLLECTION

The other three sub-sections of Rule 1 have also caused their fair share of controversies over the years. The second part of the rule—Rule 1-2—reads:

No player or caddie shall take any action to influence the position or the movement of a ball except in accordance with the Rules.

No kicking or rolling or nudging your ball out of a divot and into a better lie, and no fudging the position of the ball with your club. Your caddie can’t pick up your ball, clean it, then perch it on a tuft of grass near its original position. Nor can your caddie swat an errant shot of yours back into play, or kick a ball that’s rolling toward the water. All those things are illegal under the rules and subject to penalties ranging from two shots for a minor infraction to disqualification if you’re caught blatantly cheating.

The most famous incident involving this rule occurred in the 1946 U.S. Open. On the par-five 15th hole at Canterbury Golf Club in Cleveland during the third round, Byron Nelson hit his second shot in the gallery to the right. Nelson’s caddie, a young man named Eddie Martin, ducked under the gallery rope the marshals were holding for him, but the ropes were so close to the ball that Martin inadvertently kicked Nelson’s ball, moving it about a foot. After a lengthy conference with USGA official Ike Grainger, Nelson was assessed a two-shot penalty. That proved to be the turning point in the tournament. Nelson finished tied with Lloyd Mangrum, and lost that U.S. Open in an 18-hole playoff. Two months later, Nelson retired from competitive golf.

A more recent and far more controversial testing of Rule 1-2 occurred in 1997 at the LPGA’s Corning Classic. Looking for her first win, Sweden’s Carin Koch led in the third round when she hooked her tee shot on the 16th into some pine trees adjacent to the driving range. After a frantic search by gallery members and officials, Koch assumed her ball was lost, so she trotted back to the tee to hit another ball. On her way back her caddie, who was also her husband, Stephan, told Carin he had seen her original ball fall from one of the trees. Carin came back, identified the ball, and played it from the left rough.

The other caddie in the group, Robert Klasson, who was working for Charlotta Sorenstam, claimed that Stephan had shaken the tree to dislodge the ball. Stephan denied the charge, and LPGA official Angus Mackenzie sided with the Kochs, citing no firm evidence that Stephan had done anything to influence the position of the ball. “It’s one person’s word against another’s,” Mackenzie said. “We gave Carin the benefit of the doubt and let her proceed as if the ball was in play”

The following day, Klasson came forward with a couple of spectators who said they too had seen Stephan Koch shake the tree and dislodge the ball. Even though none of the tour officials who had aided in the search for Carin’s ball had seen anything untoward, LPGA officials assessed Koch a two-shot penalty based on the testimony of the elderly couple who claimed to have been in the gallery, then disqualified her for signing an incorrect scorecard.

“It’s as though they accused us of cheating,” Koch said later, still bitter about the whole ordeal. “I tried to block the whole thing out of my mind, but when someone calls your husband a liar, it’s hard.”

Koch redeemed herself in 2001 when, in her first trip back to Corning since the incident, she won the Corning Classic and put the rules incident behind her for good.

The third section of Rule 1—Rule 1-3—is probably the most broken rule in the entire rule book. It reads:
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Byron Nelson’s 1946 U.S. Open didn’t end well after his caddie accidentally kicked Byron’s ball. The penalty cost Byron the championship. ASSOCIATED PRESS/AP

Players shall not agree to exclude the operation of any Rule or to waive any penalty incurred.

That means you can’t agree ahead of time to break the rules, which everyone does at some point. If you stand on the first tee and say “Okay guys, we’re rolling it in the fairway today and all putts in the leather are good,” you’ve broken Rule 1-3.
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Carin Koch and her husband, Stephan, weren’t happy to be disqualified from the Corning Classic, but they came back as a team to win the tournament later. ASSOCIATED PRESS/AP



I break it at least once a week. At Bay Hill we have a game we call the shootout. It’s an 18-hole tournament we play almost every day. But before anybody tees off they know that the rule limiting you to 14 clubs (Rule 4-4) has been waived. I usually have between 15 and 18 clubs in my bag, depending on how many drivers and putters I want to try that day while some guys carry three or four wedges and three or four woods to go with the standard complement of irons. It’s a clear and flagrant violation of the rules, and we all know it. But we’ve agreed to break the rule, thus violating Rule 1-3.

We also have mulligans on the first tee, another flagrant violation—one we have all agreed to ahead of time. But I don’t know a club in the country that doesn’t have similar games with similar agreements. That makes Rule 1-3 the most violated rule in all of golf.

The final section of Rule 1 is the catch-all rule, which outlines what happens in situations not covered by the rules as they exist. It reads:

If any point in dispute is not covered by the Rules, the decision shall be made in accordance with equity.

It’s commonly called the “rule of equity,” and in my humble opinion, this rule isn’t used enough when situations of fairness are at stake (a subject I’ll get into in more detail later), but it is a good one to have for all those situations the rules don’t anticipate.
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Tim Simpson was delighted to escape without penalty or injury after hitting his ball near an alligator in my Bay Hill Invitational. ASSOCIATED PRESS/AP

In my tournament, the Bay Hill Invitational, we were faced with an unusual situation that required the rule of equity. It was 1988, and Tim Simpson and Raymond Floyd were playing together on Saturday when Tim hooked his ball near a water hazard on the third hole. As the two players walked over to where Tim’s ball had stopped, they were alarmed to see a ten-foot alligator sunning on the bank. Inches from the alligator’s mouth lay Tim’s ball.

Mark Russell, a PGA Tour rules official, was quickly dispatched to assess the situation, and after a couple of minutes of discussing the relative dangers of approaching an alligator of that size, Russell allowed Tim to put another ball in play in a safe spot not nearer the hole. The officials made that ruling because it was the only right and equitable thing to do.
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