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“Modern golf is a stiffer test of a player’s skill, but it has robbed the game of its charm as an adventure of the spirit.”

—Robert Browning, A History of Golf, 1955


Introduction

THE AMAZING FEAT OF A golfer with extraordinary stamina has been tucked away and largely forgotten in suburban New Jersey. Although located less than fifty miles from Times Square, the oasis that is Far Hills is a community of rolling hills, wide open spaces, and old-money estates. Home of the United States Equestrian Team, an Englishman would be comfortable in the idyllic borough, with its anachronistic steeplechase races, white three-rail fences, and country houses with cute names. Favored by the landed gentry, the Forbes family had an estate nearby at one time, as have governors, senators, and cabinet members. Far Hills is also the home of the United States Golf Association (USGA) and houses their headquarters, museum, library, and archives. The building that serves as the centerpiece of the USGA museum was at one time a private mansion, a Georgian Revival-style house designed by John Russell Pope, who also designed the National Archives building in Washington D. C. Behind a locked door in the stacks of the research library sits the story of Ralph Kennedy, overlooked for the last sixty years, but well preserved in the temperature-controlled environment. I stumbled upon Ralph’s story while researching my previous book, How to Play the World’s Most Exclusive Golf Clubs, and became enthralled reading through his unique life story.

A member of the New York Athletic Club, Ralph was one of the founding members of the Winged Foot Golf Club in Mamaroneck, New York. He holds a distinction in amateur golf as noteworthy as Lou Gehrig’s 2,130 consecutive game streak in baseball: Ralph played golf on 3,165 different courses during his forty-three-year love affair with the game. He played in all forty-eight states, nine Canadian provinces, and a dozen different countries. Ralph had an iron constitution and was tireless in his pursuit of the game. Playing 3,165 courses would take 8.6 years if a golfer were to play one course every day. In addition to the 3,165 unique courses he played, the unrelenting Kennedy also played golf a total of 8,500 times over his lifetime, the equivalent of teeing it up every day for twenty-three straight years. By comparison, Gehrig’s career in pinstripes spanned seventeen seasons.

Gehrig was obviously covered widely by the media; Ralph Kennedy was, as well. The latter was featured in hundreds of newspapers and magazines on five continents for a period of over thirty-five years and appeared on the cover of the Saturday Evening Post twice. He was also featured in National Geographic, and in Ripley’s Believe it or Not three times. Coincidentally, the indefatigable Kennedy lived almost all of his adult life within three miles of Yankee Stadium, in Upper Manhattan. During their overlapping life spans—although Gehrig’s was sadly much shorter—they lived in virtually the same neighborhood for a period of time, less than two miles apart. Both men had a banner year in 1931. Gehrig played every inning of every game during that 155-game season; Kennedy played golf on 160 different courses around the country. Their ability to rack up impressive single-day feats is another incidental parallel: Gehrig hit four home runs in one game in 1932; Ralph played six different courses in one day in 1936. Gehrig hit twenty-three career grand slams; Ralph once played four different courses in four states between sunup and sundown. Ralph’s decades-long achievement was all the more impressive because golf was only a hobby for him; he held down a full-time job as a traveling salesman.

Ralph was a stickler for detail and documentation and kept every scorecard of the courses he played. Not only did he save every scorecard, but he also had someone from the course, usually the professional, sign the card to attest to his round. His cards were then carefully stored in a safe-deposit box in a Manhattan bank branch. He donated all the cards and six scrapbooks documenting his journey to the USGA in 1957, providing a complete record of his quixotic journey. The USGA called him a legend in the golfing world, and its executive director sent him a letter after receiving the treasure trove, telling him it was one of the most significant collections in the Golf House museum. Francis Ouimet, the 1913 U.S. Open champion and one-time captain of the Royal & Ancient Golf Club of St. Andrews, called Kennedy’s feat “One of the most remarkable performances I have ever heard of, and a title he should hold forever.”
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One of Ralph Kennedy’s six scrapbooks chronicling his journey. (Photo courtesy of USGA)

It was a newsworthy event when Ralph left for a new trip: the New York Times announced when he traveled to Canada or Upstate New York, the Los Angeles Times when he set sail to play in South America. Local newspapers throughout the country proudly announced when he was in town and sought his opinions of the courses he played. The headline writers had a myriad of descriptions for him including golf marathoner, itinerant golfer, galloping golfer, golf glutton, link trotter, champion peripatetic golf player, wanderer of the country’s fairways, renowned golfer, golf hobbyist, champion rambler of golfdom, nomad of Yankee golf, divot digger, tramp golfer, roving Ralph, globe-trotting golfer, noted vagabond of golf links, rambling golfer, the man of a thousand golf courses, the energetic American, champion tourist golfer, golfing gadabout, the Dr. Livingstone of Golf, and golf’s Lou Gehrig. He was followed by the leading sportswriters of the day, including Grantland Rice, who helped popularize sports in the 1920s. O. B. Keeler of the Atlanta Journal—who chronicled Bobby Jones’s ascent to the top of the golf world—wrote about Ralph frequently and dubbed him “Ralpho of the Iron Arm.” While not exactly as well known as Gehrig’s “Iron Horse” moniker, it is an apt comparison.

Ralph’s story is worth telling for a variety of reasons. First, the will and stamina required to achieve such a difficult feat is impressive. Second, his lifetime spanned some of the most impactful developments of the last two centuries, from the Victorian Era to the atomic age, and taking a deep dive into his life provides an interesting lens through which to look back and see how quickly and dramatically the world changed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. His accomplishments began in a world of horse and buggies and extended until the advent of television and commercial jet travel. Third, examining Ralph’s life provides an unparalleled look at the game of golf and how it has evolved from its early days in the United States, through to the emergence of our modern era. When Ralph entered college, Harry Vardon was U.S. Open champion, and by the time of his death, Arnold Palmer was the reigning Masters champion.

Kennedy’s meticulous recordkeeping of scorecards is a priceless documentary record of hundreds of courses that have been lost to history, and as a result of his foresight they have been preserved for future generations. In some cases, his cards are the only record remaining of courses that no longer exist. The routines and customs of the game also changed dramatically over Ralph’s life, and his story provides a detailed and nostalgic look back at them, including the use of sand tees; clubs named mashie, spoon, and niblick; “cops” as hazards; courses with sand and cottonseed-hull greens; company-owned golf courses; and different rules of the game. He played in a world of unruly caddies, when bogey was the standard measure of a score, when courses were built by hand, and when they were maintained without automatic irrigation systems.

His story highlights some forgotten details regarding the evolution of the game, including the unexpected role that slot machines played and the virtues of nine-hole golf courses. During Ralph’s lifetime, professional golfers made only a modest amount of money playing the game, and both match-play and amateur competitions were held in high esteem. The thousands of sequentially numbered scorecards he left in Far Hills provide a thought-provoking thread by which to look back through golf history.
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A sampling of newspaper coverage highlighting Ralph’s journey. (Author’s Collection)

Ralph took up the game in 1910 when he was twenty-eight, playing at the first public course in the country, Van Cortlandt Park in New York City. He played “here and there” for a number of years, but his quest began in earnest in 1919 when he met a widely traveled golf fanatic who told him that he had played 240 different courses. Ralph’s competitive spirit kicked in, and he set himself on a path to play more courses than anyone has ever played, working at it diligently over the coming decades. Of special interest in a biography of Ralph Kennedy are detailed looks into his historic first course, Van Cortlandt Park, and Winged Foot, where he was a founding member. The extensive collection of newspaper articles that were saved in his scrapbooks have enhanced the story of his journey. He had extraordinarily good press connections, and he was able to leverage them throughout his life.

Ralph’s home city also provided the perfect backdrop for his adventure; he lived in New York City during an exciting period and saw the rise of many of its iconic buildings, including its most important Beaux-Arts structures and the great Art Deco skyscrapers. As a resident, he experienced firsthand the emergence of the Jazz Age in the Roaring Twenties and saw his fair share of ticker-tape parades. During the prime of his life, boxing, horse racing, and baseball characterized the sports era, and he had a front-row seat to the New York Yankees dynasty that included the feared Murderers’ Row. Since Ralph was a New York City resident, his records also provide an unprecedented look at urban golf there in the first half of the twentieth century. As difficult as it is to envisage today, the city was once teeming with courses. Ralph played twenty-three courses in the metropolis that no longer exist.

The onset of suburbanization, the building of interstate highways, and poor economic times exerted an intense pressure on golf courses, leading to the demise of hundreds of them nationally. Among the courses Kennedy played that no longer exist are several that hosted the U.S. Open and PGA Championship, and courses designed by some of the game’s premier architects, including Alister MacKenzie, Seth Raynor, A. W. Tillinghast, Donald Ross, Devereux Emmet, Stanley Thompson, Harry S. Colt, Tom Bendelow, Willie Park Jr., and Charles Blair Macdonald.

Consider only a handful of the changes that occurred during Ralph’s life span: America had thirty-eight states and no golf courses when he was born; life expectancy was forty-five years for a male at his birth and sixty-seven at his death. During his lifetime, man introduced electricity and the automobile into daily life and advanced from being flightless to engaging in regularly scheduled air travel. He witnessed dramatic advances in medicine, including the adoption of penicillin and antibiotic drugs, the emergence of fast food, and the beginning of the consumer age. Over his lifetime, there were thirteen U.S. presidents, two world wars, and countless other significant events. Train travel was the dominant mode of transportation, and America began to exert its influence around the world when he was in his prime years. He lived during a time when there were so many developments and trends that many are named epochs: the Great Depression, the machine age, the Dust Bowl, and the beginnings of the atomic age and the jet age. “May you live in interesting times,” the expression goes, and Ralph certainly did.

He lived most of his life during a time when Americans resided in cities or rural areas, before suburbanization and air conditioning, and when women could not vote. His endeavor serves as an interesting backdrop to examine golf’s history and progress through the life of an “ordinary” (if obsessive) citizen. He played at a time when equipment was not as consistent as it is today, when the game had half-par holes and a different-sized ball, before golf carts, when there were no rakes in the bunkers, and when an opponent could block their competitors’ ball with a stymie. He used hickory-shafted clubs and played in a world that was mostly exclusionary to people of color. It was the world of Ma Bell and Frank Capra. Of bootleggers and bank robbers.

The variety of courses Ralph played ranged from the worst public and municipal courses up to the apex of the golf world, including Augusta National, Cypress Point, Muirfield, and Pine Valley. He played a substantial number of nine-hole courses and a full spectrum of urban, rural, desert, mountain, parkland, moorland, links, and heathland courses. No course was too insignificant or far away for Ralph to pursue. Late in his journey when he traveled to Great Britain, the Times (London) said about the persistent golfer, “Nearly everybody collects something … Sherlock Holmes collected murders. Kennedy is a golf course-collecting champion. Metaphorical trumpets should sound and drums be beaten for such a conquering hero.”

The New York Herald Tribune called Ralph’s accomplishment the most hopelessly unassailable record in sport. An early twentieth-century Forrest Gump, Kennedy had an uncanny knack for appearing in the most unexpected of places, and along the way he met Bobby Jones, Walter Hagen, Tommy Armour, Gene Sarazen, and Byron Nelson, and was sought out by movie stars. The Washington Post said about Ralph, “He collects courses the way some people collect stamps.” Even the urbane New Yorker followed Ralph’s travels and called his feat the “coziest athletic record we’ve heard of in some time.”
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The well-dressed Kennedy in his usual golfing attire. (Photo courtesy of USGA)

Much of golf history has focused on the game’s stars, competitive tournament play, private clubs, or golf course architecture. Less has been written about what an average (if fanatical) golfer experienced as they played the game. Telling golf’s story through the eyes of an implacable amateur golfer and his historic scorecards can help to close that gap just a little. O. B. Keeler twice promised to write a book about Kennedy but died before doing so. Ralph talked about writing a book himself, and he was once approached by a publisher, but the project never materialized. So without farther ado, herein lies the story of a golfer with bulldog determination, a self-described peripatetic golfer. Current and future historians of the game owe Ralph a great deal of thanks for preserving such a complete record.

Prepare yourself to live vicariously and follow the peregrinations of an obsessed and entertaining golfer.


CHAPTER 1

Beginnings

RALPH ANDERSON KENNEDY WAS BORN in Hopkinton, Massachusetts, on June 16, 1882, twelve years before the USGA was founded. As was typical at the time, the house he was born into was lit by candle power and oil lamps, and was without central heating and running water. Hopkinton is located thirty miles from Boston and since 1924 has been the starting point for the Boston Marathon. As someone who would grow to love the game, Ralph could not have been born at a better time. The first permanent golf club was established in the United States in 1888, six years after he was born, at the Saint Andrew’s Golf Club above New York City, about twenty miles from where Kennedy ended up residing for the majority of his life. His mother, Ilda May Kennedy (née Hayward) was a native of Hopkinton, born there in 1860. His father, Samuel Anderson Kennedy, was also a Hopkinton native. The 1870 census lists Samuel as a farmer, but by the time the couple’s marriage license was issued in 1881, his occupation is shown as a bookkeeper. The Kennedys were of Scottish descent, having emigrated from the Ayrshire region.

Chester A. Arthur was president when Ralph was born, elected the year before, on the sixteen-year anniversary of the end of the Civil War and four years after Reconstruction ended. As a child of the Gilded Age, Ralph was born at a time of unprecedented technological advancement: three months after his birth, the first large-scale test of Thomas Edison’s electricity system was conducted in Lower Manhattan; the following year, the Brooklyn Bridge opened; the coming decade witnessed the invention of radio and the X-ray, the gasoline-powered car, and the first subway in America. Kennedy’s contemporaries, also born in 1882, included some distinguished men who would go on to achieve great things in literature and politics, including James Joyce, A. A. Milne, Fiorello La Guardia, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt. In “base-ball” news, on the day Ralph was born, the New York Metropolitans beat the League nine of Cleveland at the Polo Grounds in New York.

During Ralph’s formative years, basic golf equipment that we take for granted today was evolving. The first golf bag appeared in 1890 and the first steel shaft in 1893. Golf clubs during this period were transitioning from custom implements that were crafted by local professionals to those manufactured by newly formed equipment companies. The gutta-percha ball was the standard used in the late nineteenth century (gutta-percha is a latex-like substance derived from the sap of a tree). When Ralph was sixteen years old, Coburn Haskell of Cleveland designed a golf ball using a gutta-percha cover wrapped around a center of evenly wound rubber “string.” Haskell and a friend patented the wound-rubber ball, which, for the average golfer, flew an additional twenty yards farther than a ball made solely of gutta-percha. Although the gutta-percha was eventually replaced by balata (the sap of a different tree), the same basic design would be the standard ball used during Kennedy’s entire lifetime. James Foulis of St. Andrews, Scotland, made significant contributions as the sport’s equipment evolved. In addition to designing the bramble patterning for the Haskell ball, he and his brother designed the first mashie-niblick club, the equivalent of today’s 7-iron, when Ralph was twenty-two.
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The birth registry is Hopkinton, Massachusetts, the month Ralph was born. (Author’s Collection)

As golf was still an emerging pastime, there were very few courses in the country at the turn of the century. To get a sense of early golf in America, the Harper’s Official Golf Guide of 1899 paints an enlightening picture of a fledgling game. It lists a total of 585 courses, highly concentrated in the Northeast, with 52 percent of all courses in New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts. Ten states had no courses at all listed in the Guide, including Mississippi, South Dakota, and Nevada. Louisiana, Arkansas, Delaware, and West Virginia had one course each listed.

Mirroring the development of golf in the British Isles, early American courses sprung up close to railroad stations. In its directory, the Guide conveniently listed which railroad was nearest to each course. Courses in Atlantic City, New Jersey, boasted that they were within easy reach of “all the large cities by the finest Pullman trains.” California had only twenty-six courses at the turn of the twentieth century. Golfers could take an electric car (trolley) to reach the Los Angeles Country Club, which was organized two years earlier.

Eighteen-hole courses were not the dominant course type during this time; many were nine holes, although early clubs were also experimenting with courses of different formats, as well. Denver’s Overland Park Club—reachable by the Santa Fe Railroad—featured a nine-hole course for men and a five-hole course for women. The game’s nascent stages were evident in the Orlando Golf Club, a rudimentary six-hole course in Florida with crisscrossing holes routed over multiple ditches. The Tampa Bay Hotel Golf Club had a full eighteen-hole course designed by John Dunn, which replaced a six-hole course played over and around a local racetrack.
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Image of an early, rudimentary golf course layout. (Author’s Collection)

As golf was emerging, Ralph entered high school, in 1896, in Mansfield, Massachusetts, located roughly thirty minutes equidistant from Boston and Providence. He was admitted to Amherst College in Massachusetts in 1900, a small, all-male, liberal arts school with 412 total students. Amherst’s curriculum was weighted toward a classical education with studies in Latin, Greek, the romance languages, rhetoric, mental and moral philosophy, logic, and public speaking. While there, Kennedy studied Greek for one year; Spanish, Latin, and French for two; and German for four. He took public speaking classes all four years of his studies, steadily improving, raising his grade from a less-than-stellar sixty-five to a respectable eighty-five.

Founded in 1821, Amherst was originally established to educate indigent men of piety for the Christian ministry; twenty-six “college preachers” were among the faculty when Ralph attended. Ralph prospered while there. He ran the one-mile race on the track team, joined the Phi Delta Theta fraternity, and wrote for the college newspaper. Amherst had a nine-hole golf course when he attended, which was built in 1896. Although quite active on campus, golf would not be among his pursuits.

During his years of study at Amherst, many significant events occurred that changed the course of history. Oil was first discovered in the United States in 1901 in Beaumont, Texas, at the Spindletop well. President McKinley was assassinated the same year, and Teddy Roosevelt took over the presidency. Three years later, work on the Panama Canal resumed under American supervision. Nineteen hundred and three was a momentous year; not only did the Wright Brothers first take flight in North Carolina, but it was also the year Lou Gehrig was born.

A good indicator of the general poor state of health at the turn of the century can be found in Amherst’s approach to physical education, which prided itself on making sure that all its men engaged in physical activity. Students were attended to by two physicians who gave them advice on their personal care and “bodily needs.” Amherst’s student handbook detailed how important exercise was: “While hygienists affirm that, as a general rule, the health of a young man from fifteen to twenty-five years of age is apt to decline, the reverse rule is found to prevail with students here.” During Ralph’s collegiate years, heart disease was the leading cause of death for Americans; the second and third leading causes of death were pneumonia and influenza, followed by tuberculosis.

Amherst did not yet offer specific degrees with a major; Ralph received their standard liberal arts degree, a Bachelors of Arts, graduating cum laude. A solid “B” student, his average grade over the four years was eighty. The handsome, broad-shouldered, 5-foot-10 Kennedy, nicknamed “Red” for his strawberry blond hair, weighed 171 pounds when he entered the world with his degree in hand, full of promise, in 1904.

While Ralph was attending Amherst, his family moved to Providence, Rhode Island. His younger brother, Robert H. Kennedy, went to Providence High School and also attended Amherst, graduating in 1908. Ralph joined his family in Providence after graduating and met the future Mrs. Kennedy, Mary Alice Barber, who was born in Arcadia, Rhode Island, on February 19, 1883. They were married on October 19, 1907, when he was twenty-five and she was twenty-four. After marrying, the couple moved to New York City, where Ralph started working in sales for the Eagle Pencil Company, which was based on East Thirteenth Street in Manhattan. Although they wanted to, Ralph and Mary Alice would never have children.

The 1910 census shows the couple resided at 549 West 144th Street in Manhattan’s twelfth ward, part of West Harlem. Ralph’s occupation is listed as a “traveling salesman,” and the apartment he and Mary Alice rented was shared with his brother, who was in training as a physician at Presbyterian Hospital in Manhattan. The census provides an interesting look at the ethos of the time, and the census enumerator asked Ralph and Mary Alice if they were “Deaf and Dumb?” as well as “Blind (both eyes)?” and whether they were a “Survivor of Union or Confederate Army or Navy?”

Ralph’s first foray into golf was on a rainy Sunday, September 25, 1910, when he was cajoled into playing for the first time. He says he was reluctant to try, but a friend, “Irishman” Michael Burke, was persistent and took him to New York’s Van Cortlandt Park Golf Course in the Bronx. Located six miles from his apartment, the popular course kept its fairways in good playing condition using horse-drawn lawn mowers, and golfers played for free. Wearing a hat to keep his head dry, Ralph launched a little white orb into the air for the first time as the Edwardian Era was ending. Although industrializing, America was an isolated country, and Europe was still dominated by interrelated dynastic monarchs: George V was the reigning King of Great Britain, his cousin Wilhelm II was the German Emperor, and another cousin, Nicholas II, was Russian Emperor. Ralph was twenty-eight at the time, and it was several years before the Great War erupted.

Air racing was all the rage in 1910, and on the day Michael and Ralph played, the local newspaper was aflutter about ten aviators who entered a New York-to-Chicago air race. Aviation pioneer Glenn Curtiss was among the contestants competing for the $25,000 prize. The contest was to take place over seven days, and the organizers trumpeted that “the race will be the greatest aeronautical event since the art of flying heavier-than-air machines was founded and developed.” The contestants were expected to fly between fifty and sixty miles per hour in their biplanes and monoplanes to cover the 960 miles.

Baseball was still in full swing at the end of September, and on the day Ralph first golfed, the broadsheets informed fans that the New York Giants beat the Chicago Cubs at the Polo Grounds. At the time, the Gehrig family was residing at 2266 Amsterdam Avenue, on West 173rd Street, not far from the Kennedys. Their apartments were near Hilltop Park (home of the New York Highlanders—who would later become the Yankees). Occupying one of the highest pieces of ground in Manhattan, Hilltop Park was located in Washington Heights, overlooking the New Jersey Palisades.

Pennsylvania Station formally opened two months after Ralph’s first golfing foray, on November 27, 1910. The towering Beaux-Arts structure on Manhattan’s West Side was the centerpiece of the Pennsylvania Railroad’s expansive network and would be used frequently by the traveling salesman as he ventured out to cover his large territory. The colonnaded building was clad in pink granite, and its soaring interior had 150-foot high vaulted glass windows in the ceiling, allowing sunlight to stream onto waiting passengers. An architectural critic described the grandeur of Pennsylvania Station in religious terms when he said, “one entered the city like a god.” The 355-pound William Howard Taft, the first golfing president, was in office when Ralph first took up the game, having succeeded Roosevelt in 1909.

Kennedy’s first round was not pretty. Flubs, whiffs, shanks, chunks, foozles, skulls, chili-dips, hooks, and wild slices were among the flurry of shots he hit. New York’s state animal is the beaver, which is wholly appropriate, since the first-time golfer dug up turf the size and shape of beaver pelts on that fateful Sunday. One of the intriguing and mysterious aspects of the royal and ancient game of golf is how a first-timer becomes hooked after such repeated initial failure. It is the unexpected magic of that one exceptional shot that snares the unsuspecting newcomer: the straight ball that sails in a perfect arc off the clubface at its intended target.

Ralph took 146 strokes using hickory-shafted clubs on his first try at golf, and in his own words, he became “fascinated” by the game, buying his own set of clubs a week later and encouraging Mary Alice to take up the game immediately, as well.


CHAPTER 2

The Van Cortlandt Park Golf Course (“Vannie”)

ALTHOUGH RALPH PLAYED THE VAN Cortlandt Park Golf Course in 1910, the first scorecard he retained for collecting purposes was from a subsequent round played at Van Cortlandt Park in 1911. What ended as a string of 3,165 signed and attested scorecards starts with course number one at Van Cortlandt Park. Ralph typically only wrote his initials, RAK, in the space on the scorecard designated for the player’s name, although on his first card, “Kennedy” is scrawled across the top. His cards were not numbered contemporaneously; years later, after he completed his quest, he went back and numbered all the cards, and across the top of the fragile, century-old brown card from the Bronx is “Course #1.”

He chose a steamy summer day on which to begin his marathon, picking a course with a total distance of 5,340 yards, playing to a bogey of seventy-five and a par of sixty-eight. Sunday, July 9, 1911, was a day of discomfort: eighty-eight degrees with high humidity and bright sunshine. New Yorkers were feeling the oppressive heat because there was a shortage of ice in the city. During this pre-air-conditioning era, ice was cut from lakes and stored upstate in the winter, then was shipped down the Hudson River to weary city dwellers to provide cooling relief during the summer. At one point, there were 135 large ice houses located on the Hudson River between Albany and New York City. Because the city was in the middle of a hot spell, “ice wagons had none to spare,” according to the New York Times. In Washington Heights, it was so hot that people were being forced out of their apartments to sit on their stoops, or on “camp stools” to cool down. Thousands took the train out to Coney Island so they could be near the ocean.
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A Clare Briggs illustration featuring icemen and golf. (Author’s Collection)

The continued emergence of aviation was also news of the day. The New York Times had a special “Aeronautics” section and front page articles about flyers who were trying different feats or new aircraft designs. John D. Rockefeller was front page news also, for no other reason than celebrating his seventy-second birthday at home in Cleveland, although they did note that he played golf to celebrate it. The automobile was an emerging form of transportation but had yet to achieve dominance, particularly in the city. In news related to a more prevalent mode of period transportation, the newspaper noted that the driver of a beer wagon died while ferrying his load across Queens, creating a hazard as the unattended horses continued to race through the streets.

The first “Road Conference” was in the planning stages in 1911, to be held in Richmond, Virginia. A group was convening to map out a plan for extensive improvements, since most roads were in abysmal condition. Two years later, the Lincoln Highway opened, traversing the country from Times Square to Lincoln Park, San Francisco, the road extending for 3,389 miles through thirteen states. That same year, in Ralph’s home city, one of the most beautiful buildings ever to be built was finished in Lower Manhattan. The imposing Cass Gilbert- designed Woolworth Building was the tallest in the world when it opened on April 24th. Designed in a neo-gothic style and finished with terra cotta tiles, it was dubbed “the cathedral of commerce.” President Woodrow Wilson, who pushed a button from Washington, D. C., turned on the building’s lights that evening. An inordinate thirty-four elevators were among the sixty-story building’s key features.

The sportswriter Grantland Rice arrived in New York from Tennessee earlier in the year, moving to the big city to pursue his passion for writing. He came to the right place, as there were fourteen daily newspapers in the city. Many young people come to New York seeking fortune and fame. Rice would find both.

Ralph took the new subway to play at Van Cortlandt, the Interborough Rapid Transit (IRT) train having been extended three years earlier up to 242nd Street, where the course is located. He disembarked on the last stop of the elevated line’s subway into a sparkling new Victorian gothic station house. Ralph’s day out was inexpensive. His subway fare was a nickel, and the course was still free: the city issued “permits” that allowed golfers to use the facility at no cost. Enthusiasts of the burgeoning game laid their bags down by the first tee to establish the order of play. The rules printed on the back of Ralph’s scorecard indicate that keeping order might sometimes have been a challenge: “No player shall be permitted to preempt a place in bag line by laying single clubs.” And since the game was in its infancy and people were not widely familiar with the rules “bags must not be carried on the putting greens” and the rather obvious “Women are not allowed to play on course with high heel shoes” were also stated.

Ralph played Van Cortlandt with Clare Briggs, a well-known cartoonist. Briggs had a nationally syndicated column in the New-York Tribune, and his Sunday cartoon “Mr. and Mrs.” was carried by hundreds of newspapers across the nation. Both Ralph and Briggs each shot a 113, the only respectable score on the card being a three that Briggs recorded on the final hole, a 250-yard par-3. The professional at Van Cortlandt was the dapper, bow tie-wearing James Shanley, and he signed the card at the bottom to attest to the fact that Kennedy played there, a custom Ralph followed for the next forty-two years. He had obviously been practicing since his initial round one year before, having shaved thirty-three strokes off his maiden score.
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Ralph’s first scorecard from Van Cortlandt Park. (Photo courtesy of USGA)

Van Cortlandt Park was created in 1888 when the city purchased more than one thousand acres from the Van Cortlandt family, settlers of Dutch heritage. George Washington and his troops used the land the park occupies during the Revolutionary War, and Washington slept in the Van Cortlandt house. The golf course was created in 1895 at the urging of a group of prominent men residing in Riverdale, a nearby neighborhood in the Bronx. The group approached parks commissioner James Roosevelt for permission to play golf in the park and to establish a private club there. There was some initial resistance to the idea because of the cost of constructing and maintaining the course. Harry Brownlaw (H. B.) Martin recounts the story in his 1936 book Fifty Years of American Golf: “The ground to be used is covered with a rank growth of wild carrots and hay. To keep it short enough mowing machines would have to be in constant use. This would be an expensive matter. It has been suggested to Mr. Roosevelt that a large flock of sheep might keep the grass short.”

The biggest resistance to the early golfers’ proposal was allowing part of a public park to be used for private purposes. The Riverdale group pushed back on Roosevelt’s initial resistance because they were dismayed at the prospect of the course becoming too crowded. Ultimately they conceded that it could not be for their private use, and they had to take a more inclusive approach if they wanted the course to be built. The affluent businessmen ultimately made a case for building the course on broader grounds, writing to Roosevelt with consent to include the middle class, “The game appeals to all who seek recreation, tramping over the meadows and hillsides on half holidays, as it can be played without any systematic training. The park links should be popular with business men, clerks, and mechanics, when they learn the benefits of golf.” (At the time, Saturday was described as a half holiday, since the typical worker worked five full days and half a day on Saturday.)

Roosevelt was eventually persuaded, and a nine-hole course opened in July 1895. T. McClure Peters—one of the Riverdale golfers who clamored for its creation—laid out the original course. The founders played as part of the “Mosholu Golf Club.” Although the course was public, the founders were initially granted exclusive use two afternoons a week.

The course had some initial growing pains, and the city made attempts to put it in better condition the year after it opened. Since golf was not a widely known pursuit, some of the fixes were rather obvious, including telling workers who were delivering concessions to the clubhouse not to drive their wagons over the greens, where they left deep ruts. As initially designed, Van Cortlandt was a real test of a player’s ability. Its 9th hole was an extreme 700 yards long, one of the longest ever designed. Not only did the hole have an absurd length, but the golfer also had to hit over two stone walls and two small brooks. Harper’s Round Table described the hole: “It is possible to clear the first wall on the drive and a brassie [the equivalent of today’s 2-wood] shot will bring the ball near the second wall. The best record for this hole is seven, which is remarkably good.” Since the entire course measured 2,561 yards, the 9th hole was almost one-third of the total distance. Martin correctly noted that since early players were using gutta-percha balls, it would not have been uncommon for them to hit their brassie three or four times from the fairway.

Van Cortlandt attracted well-known golfers from its early days. In 1896, John Reid, president of the St. Andrew’s Golf Club in Yonkers, organized a tournament at Van Cortlandt—the first public tournament played in the United States. Walter J. Travis, who would go on to win three U.S. and one British Amateur championships, was among the entrants. Unfortunately, the weather was frightful and the competitors were “wet to the skin” due to the rainy conditions at the end of November. Travis’s score in the tournament was 110, which put him in ninth place. He took a ten and a thirteen on the demanding 9th hole in his two loops around the course.

The course grew in popularity and became overused in its initial years. The Golf Guide described the management of the original course as “wretched” and stated that a golfer risked their life playing there due to the crowding, although they noted that the course itself was quite lovely: “The turf is good and the nine holes are fairly well laid out.” They were, however, highly critical of the bag carriers, noting, “The caddies are extortionate and very badly trained, and the course is always badly congested with players.” They also wrote that although players were supposed to first obtain a permit, “this is never done.” The Mosholu Golf Club members eventually moved on to other courses, having been pushed out of Van Cortlandt by the swelling influx of middle-class golfers, or “the Philistines,” as the founders called them.
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Van Cortlandt Park Golf Course. Note the starters tent on the left, a mounted policeman keeping order on the right, and railroad tracks along the rear. (Author’s Collection)

Although crowded, the course was a pleasant place to play the game. Outing Magazine described Van Cortlandt in idyllic terms in 1899, saying that it could scarcely be more artistic, “A long, flat valley, all grass, with wooded hills coming down on one side close, and on the other a lily-covered lake and park like uplands, in close a moving panorama of color-dotted players, who, in variety of costume, give to the pasture an effect not to be equaled for brilliancy and life on any links in the world. A Saturday afternoon on the old nine-hole course is one of the sights no citizen, much less a golfer, should miss.”

Scotsman Tom Bendelow was brought in that same year to revamp the course. The total acreage he was given was expanded from 55 to 120 acres, and he was able to extend the course to eighteen holes. Bendelow did an admirable job, even though Van Cortlandt has always existed on a challenging piece of land wedged between railroad tracks and roads. Bendelow’s changes were well received and Golf magazine noted that the expanded course was better in many regards, especially for a player’s health, specifically noting that “it was now possible for a player to make the round without the risk of a broken cranium.”

The course continued to gain in popularity, and people enjoyed its beautiful wildflowers, open meadows, and tall grasses. The early course was so charming it even earned the nickname “the Meadows.” Bendelow stayed on and became greenkeeper and professional for two years after designing the course. He also instilled discipline in the unruly environment and created new rules. Among the changes he implemented were regulating the caddies and prohibiting the sale of old golf balls on the course (Italian boys who were truant from school were a particular problem in both areas). Later in his career, Bendelow would go on to design hundreds of courses in the United States, including Medinah’s three courses near Chicago.

The most well-known golfer at the turn of the century played Van Cortlandt Park in November 1900. On a seasonable morning in mid-November, Harry Vardon—at the time, three-time British Open champion, and the reigning U.S. Open champion—played two exhibition matches in the Bronx. The Saturday match was a newsworthy event that attracted a crowd of between 2,000 and 2,500 fans who were eager to see the Englishman—who wore a red sweater and knickerbockers—play. The greens were in terrible condition due to the time of year; the greenkeeper put sand on the putting surfaces before the matches, which proved to be a mistake. The sand clumped up, making putting a challenge. As the next day’s New York Times coined the putting surfaces in a memorable phrase, they were “fearfully heavy.” Vardon ended up shooting an eighty-one and an eighty-two, although he easily beat his competitors, who shot ninety-four and ninety-nine. The course organized a committee to keep the crowd orderly; their duties included holding up a long rope to keep the spectators at bay. The rowdy New Yorkers were not easily contained, and although twenty of New York’s finest were on hand to help, “the mob of urchins were allowed to roam at will over the links, yelling at every other stroke.” It was the noisiest match Vardon had ever been in.

It was no accident that Clare Briggs played at Van Cortlandt Park, since it was a hangout for newspapermen and reporters. The writer H. B. Martin was one of the founders of the “New York Newspaper Golf Club” that played its golf over the links. Both the Newspaper and the Mosholu were clubs that allowed like-minded players to band together and form their own league or club, a common practice. These were social golfing associations rather than clubs with their own dedicated facilities. Neither required actual ownership of a course or clubhouse, simply the opportunity for members to play together.

The Newspaper Club’s members included writers who would attain prominence in the field. Martin was an early ghostwriter for Walter Hagen, and the two sailed together on transatlantic ocean crossings. In addition to writing a golf column for the New York Globe, at various times during his career Martin also wrote for The World and The American. Other members of the Newspaper Club included Herald Tribune writer Grantland Rice and Bud Fisher, the creator of Mutt and Jeff. Heywood Broun, who founded the Newspaper Guild in 1933, was a member, as was Bill Hicks of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle, who was known for playing in his bare feet. Thomas Aloysius Dorgan was another member of the club; an illustrator for the New York Journal, he went on to make popular contributions to the English language. Not only did he coin the term “hot dog” for a wiener, but he also invented two superlatives still used today: “the cat’s meow” and “for crying out loud.”

In April 1914, Ralph played in a Gotham Golf Club event, and he retained a scorecard recording the day. Gotham was another association club that played over the Van Cortlandt course. There were many such clubs playing over the links in those early days; in addition to the original Mosholu Club, the Newspaper Club, and the Gotham, there was also a New York Golf Club and a Manhattan Golf Club. A founding member of the Gotham, Ralph was among a group who pushed the city for changes to the course and its operation. The park was so popular that it was being overrun with non-golfers, so they asked the city for a minimum of two dozen signs to be posted around the course letting the unwary know it was for golfers only. The group also asked the city to provide sandboxes, brushes, towels, and water buckets to be placed on each tee box, similar to the standard practice followed at private courses. The towels were necessary so that players could wipe their hands after they piled up damp sand to build their tee.
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Van Cortlandt Park, showing dirt teeing ground and sandbox near the tee. (Photo courtesy of NYC Parks Department)

The Gotham golfers were clamoring for sandboxes because wooden tee pegs were not yet popular. Players gathered sand from around the tee box and mounded it up to tee up their ball. With the considerable amount of play Van Cortlandt was getting, it was in need of boxes that could be used to hold sand so that the teeing grounds didn’t become completely worn down from golfers gouging sand out of the playing surface.

Cutting in line was a continual problem at Van Cortlandt, as players ignored the warnings on the back of their scorecards. In an attempt to speed up play, the Gotham golfers requested that “duffers and beginners” be forced to use a nine-hole course nearby named the Mosholu Links. They also advocated for city employees to be used as starters on Sundays and holidays to help rein in the spirited crowds trying to play there.

Ralph returned to play Van Cortlandt many times over the years, including an appearance in a Red Cross War fundraiser with Mary Alice in 1917. Due to his collegiate “credentials” with the Amherst student newspaper, Ralph was admitted as a member of the New York Newspaper Club and kept records of playing in tournaments with them over the years, including in 1918, 1919, and 1920. This association would prove quite beneficial to him in future years. In the 1920s, a “Scottish-American Golf Club” also played over the Van Cortlandt Links. By that time, however, Ralph was playing at private clubs and not at public links, although, proud of his heritage, he was a member of the St. Andrew’s Society of New York the entire time he lived in the city.

Over subsequent decades, many well-known figures—including Babe Ruth, Willie Mays, Jackie Robinson, Joe Louis (who at one time had a job as an ice deliveryman), The Three Stooges (who had a locker there), and Sidney Poitier—played Van Cortlandt. Pictures from Parks Department archives from the 1930s depict a crowded course lined with well-dressed golfers hitting off elevated tee boxes that look to be made of compacted sand. An ever-popular destination, Van Cortlandt was typically crowded, and most pictures show a plentiful number of golfers, often with eight people standing around the teeing ground, most carrying a handful of clubs in small bags. Although at various times over its history the course was not maintained well, when Ralph played the course it was in prime condition. He described it as being “well-groomed” in 1911. Despite being a public course, Van Cortlandt was a widely respected place to play golf in the early part of the twentieth century.
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Early golf at Van Cortlandt was an occasion worthy of fine dress. (Photo courtesy of USGA)


CHAPTER 3

Bitten by the Golf Bug

THE AGE OF EXPLORATION WAS flourishing the year Ralph began his own golf journey. Two weeks after his first documented course, the lost city of Machu Picchu was discovered in Peru, and several months later Roald Amundsen led an expedition of men to the South Pole, the first in history to visit the polar ice cap. Some of the greatest golf courses ever to be built in North America were not yet in existence in 1911, including Pine Valley, Cypress Point, Merion, Augusta National, Banff Springs, Pebble Beach, Riviera, Seminole, and Ralph’s future home course of Winged Foot.

Ralph’s home city experienced a terrible tragedy in the year he picked up the game. Late in the afternoon on March 25th, a fire started at a ten-story factory in Greenwich Village that produced women’s blouses. The fire was likely ignited by an unextinguished cigarette and spread rapidly because there were hundreds of pounds of flammable fabric scraps around. To prevent thefts by workers, the exit doors were locked, and when the fire started, the manager who held the key escaped without first opening the door. By the time the horse-drawn fire engines arrived at the building, it was engulfed in flames. The fire department’s ladders only reached the sixth floor. With no other means of escape, many of the women who worked in the factory jumped to their deaths. In total, 146 people died in the tragedy, which led to countless improvements in fire safety, including standards on the availability of fire extinguishers, building codes that maintained proper means of egress, fire alarms, automatic sprinklers, and improved firefighting equipment. That same year, the city began to acquire its first motorized trucks to use in responding to fires, although the last horse-drawn equipment wasn’t fully phased out until 1922.

It was not uncommon at the time for large-scale manufacturing to be located in New York City, especially for garment and textile makers, but also across a whole spectrum of industries. Ralph’s own company operated the largest pencil factory in the world along the East River on Thirteenth and Fourteenth Streets, and his office was located there. On the days he was not traveling, it was an easy commute for him from Upper Manhattan to Eagle’s offices, taking the Third Avenue elevated subway. A German immigrant, Daniel Berolzheimer, started the Eagle Pencil Company in 1856, with a factory in Yonkers, New York, and a pencil shop on John Street in Lower Manhattan. As the business grew, Eagle acquired a full city block on Avenue C between Thirteenth and Fourteenth Streets and purchased the city’s first iron-framed building for use as its factory, in 1877. Factories along the East River were common, since they could be easily accessed by boat.

April brought another noteworthy fire to New York City, this time much less severe than the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, but it did destroy a big part of the Polo Grounds. The stadium was quickly rebuilt as a more durable structure and by mid-season was ready to begin hosting baseball again. In May, the “apogee of Beaux-Arts architecture,” the New York Public Library, opened on Fifth Avenue and Forty-Second Street.

In golfing news, Charles Blair Macdonald’s National Golf Links of America formally opened in 1911. As the game continued to evolve, so did its scoring terminology. Originally, “bogey” represented the more common measure of a score and was used to denote error-free play. Ralph’s scorecards show how prevalent the bogey measure was, and a space to write in a bogey score remained on scorecards until the late 1920s. Almost all of his scorecards of this period show a spot to write in both a bogey score and a par score. “Par” originally meant slightly better than bogey play. The word “par” came to golf through the financial markets, where par represents the normal price of a share.

The par gauge itself went through a series of revisions. At the turn of the century, the USGA’s guidance related to par was as follows:








	Par 3
	Up to 200 yards



	Par 3 ½
	201 to 250 yards



	Par 4
	251 to 375 yards



	Par 4 ½
	376 to 450 yards



	Par 5
	451 to 500 yards



	Par 5 ½
	501 to 550 yards



	Par 6
	551 yards and longer





The USGA revised their earlier guidance in 1911, defining holes up to 225 yards as par threes, those between 226 and 425 as par fours, those between 426 and 600 as par fives, and those above 600 yards as par sixes. Apparently, not all courses followed their guidance, as indicated by some cards of the period, which still contained half pars. The logic behind not allowing half-pars is straightforward, since a golfer can only shoot a round number on any given hole.

Glenn Curtiss again made news early in 1912 by piloting the first flying boat in January. But the most shocking news of the year came in April, when the Titanic sank on its maiden voyage to New York. Three months later, Horn & Hardart opened their first Automat in the city. An early fast-food restaurant, they offered diners comfort food served through a wall of sleek coin-operated vending machines. The cafeteria-style luncheonettes were a big hit, offering sandwiches, pies, coffee, and scores of other food items for a nickel. New Yorkers immediately took to the self-service aspect of the operation, since the format eliminated the need to wait for a waiter or waitress. Harried city dwellers would just pop a nickel into the machine, open the glass door, and voilà, their food was ready to eat.

On October 5, 1912, the Yankees played their last game at Hilltop Park in Washington Heights, a fifteen-minute walk from the Kennedy apartment. The Yankees played for the next ten seasons at the Polo Grounds, which they leased from the Giants, before eventually moving across the river to the Bronx. Ralph diligently worked on his game over the coming year and played regularly on local public courses.

In August 1913, the Kennedys headed to the elevations of New Hampshire for a summer vacation. The mountains were a popular vacation spot in the early teens because they were easily accessible by train and because of the cool mountain air during the summer. Traveling in 1913 wasn’t particularly fast; there were few real highways, and in any case the Kennedys didn’t own a car. It took them almost a full day to transit to Northern New England. As August commenced, their late-night train lurched out of New York, belching smoke into the starlit skies, beginning their long rail journey. Arriving in Boston the following morning, they switched to the Boston & Maine Railroad, leaving the city’s North Station at 7:50 a.m., which deposited them in Bethlehem, New Hampshire, at five o’clock. Following a quick change of trains to a branch line, they were in Bretton Woods by 5:52 p.m. In addition to carrying passengers, trains were also an important carrier for mail and parcels. American Express, still primarily a freight and parcel company, had the railroad’s “Express” concession and was responsible for carrying light packages along the rails.
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