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  For Barbara




  




  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.




  —Robert Tyre Jones, Jr.
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  Introduction to the 50th Anniversary Edition




  Almost 50 years after it was played, the 1960 U.S. Open has cemented its position as golf’s greatest championship. What makes it so great?




  Above all the Open produced a clash of historic proportions, a gripping contest in which the three best golfers of their times emerged in bold relief on the tournament’s final holes from ten contenders who had entered the back nine only three strokes apart. That the people’s new hero made a thrilling comeback from seven strokes behind after three rounds to capture the title brought joy to the old game. At once professional golf seemed to switch from black and white to color.




  One of the three was Jack Nicklaus. The rarified play of the 20-year-old Ohio State student anticipated the new, higher level that he would soon establish for the game. Few realized it yet, but he already had the game to achieve what his childhood hero, Bobby Jones, had done: win the U.S. Open as an amateur. Soon he would become the equal of Ben Hogan mentally, executing sound strategy with a cool head and amazing self-assurance. As for the game’s physical side, soon he would surpass Ben Hogan and all others. (Not until Tiger Woods’ arrival in the late 1990s would the bar of golfing greatness be raised again.) But first Jack had a few lessons to learn, and he went to school at the 1960 U.S. Open.




  The second of the three was Ben Hogan. The greatest post-War golfer was already a legendary figure in American sports, having survived a life-threatening car crash in 1949 and won the U.S. Open in 1950, his first Masters and the U.S. Open in 1951, and in 1953, when he was 40, the Masters, the U.S. Open, and the British Open. Could he win one last major championship at age 47 and become the first golfer to win the U.S. Open five times? Though now a woeful putter, the Hawk still was a phenomenal striker of the ball. As he prepared his short approach to the green on the 71st hole, he was just where he needed to be to grasp the title.




  And the third was Arnold Palmer. The ’60 Open marked the emergence of the 30-year-old as a national folk hero, and it propelled him to a position as probably the most popular American golfer ever. His popularity soon triggered an explosion in the popularity of the game, which spread from the country club to the public course and from America to the world.




  If one of these three champions had not won—or, perhaps, if anyone other than the eventual victor had won—the 1960 U.S. Open would not rank as the greatest of all golf championships. The right man for the time won.




  That said, other Hall of Fame caliber golfers arrived at Cherry Hills Country Club with a genuine chance of winning, and their presence adds historic interest—Sam Snead, the fabulous golfer who had won virtually everything except the U.S. Open; putting genius and defending champion Billy Casper; and the surprise 1959 British Open victor, Gary Player (though he was probably the only person who believed he could win), to name three.




  They and a talented, colorful assortment of contenders—Jerry Barber, Jack Fleck, Mike Souchak, Julius Boros, Dow Finsterwald, Don Cherry, Doug Sanders, and Dutch Harrison—who enriched the course of events. So did other less accomplished entrants. African American golfers Charlie Sifford and Bill Spiller, each of whom suffered shameful racial discrimination in their golf careers; former NHL hockey enforcer Bill Ezinicki; club pro Davis Love, Jr. (later to father PGA Tour star Davis Love III); and Gary Player’s happy-go-lucky, young brother-in-law, Bob Verwey—they may not have had the skills of the others, but they have stories that make revisiting the ’60 Open worthwhile as well as fun. Sadly, many of the golfers who were alive when this book was first published, in 1997, have since passed away.




  Had the ’60 Open been played on a relentless course such as Oakland Hills rather than on Cherry Hills, the championship would be little remembered today. At Oakland Hills, site of the 1951 championship, Hogan won with a closing three-under-par 67, one of only two below-par rounds the entire tournament. Cherry Hills, despite the USGA’s customary trying course setup, yielded more than 40 rounds below par plus several hot streaks. Golfers who were several strokes behind the lead could climb back into contention quickly if they got hot, and that’s exactly what happened in the final round.




  Almost 50 years later, wonderful scenes and images still stir the imagination. There’s cocky Palmer in the clubhouse between rounds 3 and 4, insisting to a few reporters and fellow competitors that he’s not out of it. There’s Nicklaus, confused about a golf rule while lining up a short put on hole 13 in the final round, making a costly error. Then there’s Hogan on the famous 71st hole, taking off a shoe and sock and rolling up a trouser leg as he steps into the moat to splash out his ball.




  Picture Ben Hogan and Jack Nicklaus, paired for the final two rounds of the championship (both rounds played on Saturday in those days), walking the lush, rolling fairways side by side, hardly a word exchanged between them for some eight hours. Picture Arnold Palmer in the final round, driving the green of the 346-yard 1st hole and charging up the leader board on the front nine. Then, four hours later in the long shadows of the late Denver afternoon, picture that boyish grin as he sinks his par putt at 18 for a 65, peels off his red visor, and flings it skyward in jubilation.




  Picture the most lasting scene of them all, a panorama for a pictorial history of the game—that of three twosomes all on the 71st hole when Hogan stepped gingerly into the stream. On the putting green, Nicklaus looked on, as did the pair behind them out on the fairway, Julius Boros and Gary Player, and the duo back on the tee, Paul Harney and Arnold Palmer. There you have it—the past, present, and future of golf colliding at the 1960 U.S. Open, golf’s greatest championship.




  Julian I. Graubart




  




  Prologue




  Arnold Palmer won his first major championship, the Masters, and two other tournaments in 1958, and for the first time he was the leading money winner on the Professional Golfers’ Association of America tour. It was an outstanding year, but, to Palmer, it represented only a modest beginning toward all he hoped to accomplish in the game. He had far loftier goals and was impatient to press on.




  The 1959 season began full of promise. In January he won the Thunderbird Invitation in Palm Springs, California. Five strokes behind third-round leader Jimmy Demaret, he closed with a scorching 62, his lowest round as a professional. It was his 12th victory in four years on the tour, the most wins recorded by any of the so-called Young Lions.




  And yet, in the eyes of golf fans and writers, Palmer didn’t particularly stand out. He was still one of a handful of talented golfers of his generation—Gene Littler, Mike Souchak, Billy Casper, Dow Finsterwald, and, lately, a cocky kid named Ken Venturi. Like the best of their immediate predecessors—Cary Middlecoff, Lloyd Mangrum, Doug Ford, Jack Burke, Jr., and Tommy Bolt—neither Palmer nor any of his peers had been able to unseat the legendary Old Guard players, Ben Hogan and Sam Snead, even though Hogan had all but retired and Snead had curtailed his tournament schedule.




  It had been five years since Hogan’s majestic 1953 season, and golf fans watched for a successor. One was on the horizon, not yet quite recognized. It would take the 1960 U.S. Open to fully establish his presence. But first there were miles of championship fairways to live and die on.




  
1


  AN HEIR EMERGES




  Standing on the 12th tee in the final round of the 1959 Masters, defending champion Arnold Palmer held a slim two-stroke lead on the field. Arnold, going with his six-iron on Augusta National’s famous par three over Rae’s Creek, tried to draw his ball safely into the heart of the shallow green, but it didn’t draw and plopped into the water. After taking a drop in front of the creek, he pitched a tad too firmly and watched as his ball bounded off the green into a tangly lie. A five was now the best he could hope for; but after failing to hole a nine-foot putt he stalked off the 12th hole with a triple-bogey six. Suddenly, the two nearest contenders, Cary Middlecoff and Stan Leonard, were back in the hunt.




  A year earlier it was on the 475-yard 13th hole that Palmer had laid claim to the title. As Bobby Jones, legendary golfer and Masters founder, watched from a nearby hill, Arnold selected a three-wood for the perilous second shot. Risk be damned; he was going for the green. It was Palmer’s way. Settling into a sidehill stance, he swung hard and the contact was true. The ball soared over the stream that cuts in front of the green and landed 18 feet from the pin; Palmer sank the putt for an eagle three.




  Jones called the three-wood one of the two greatest shots he had ever seen. “The same exhilaration came over me as when I watched Sarazen from that same mound in 1935,” he said. Gene Sarazen had holed his fairway wood (on the par-five 15th hole) for a double-eagle two and gone on to win the tournament.




  This year of 1959 at the 13th, Palmer recovered impressively from his staggering triple-bogey, making a birdie four. With a confident par at 14 followed by another birdie at 15, he regained his lead and held on to it through 16. But then on the 17th green he missed a three-footer for his par, and on the 18th he missed a four-foot birdie putt. He had stumbled at the worst possible moment.




  Meanwhile, Art Wall, who had entered the final round six strokes behind leaders Palmer and Leonard, was on the most amazing final-nine binge in Masters history: a 15-foot putt for a birdie at 13; at 14, using his putter from the apron, he sank a 22-footer for birdie; a putt for eagle at the 15th just spun out and he tapped in for his third straight birdie. A safe par at 16 was followed by another birdie at 17 with another 15-foot putt. Only then, leaving the 17th green, did he realize just how far he’d come: a par would beat Palmer by one stroke and might hold up against Middlecoff, who was a few holes behind him.




  At the 18th tee Wall, an underrated journeyman who was off to his finest year on the PGA tour, hit his best drive of the tournament, and a nine-iron left him 12 feet below the hole. On his walk to the green he heard a distant roar—Middlecoff had eagled the 15th—and decided he had better not play it safe for a par. After careful study, he stroked his putt straight into the cup—his fifth birdie in the last six holes—for a 66. Middlecoff, failing to get the one birdie on the final three holes that he needed to tie Wall, fell one stroke short. It was the last time the great post-war golfer was in contention for one of the major championships.
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  Months passed before Palmer could put the disappointment of the 1959 Masters behind him. His considerable pride was wounded. Ever since he was a sprig romping about the Latrobe, Pennsylvania, golf course where his father was the pro and greenkeeper, he had world-class plans for himself as a golfer. He fantasized attaining the stature of his idol, Bobby Jones, of winning the Masters, the British Open, the PGA Championship, and the U.S. Open. Early successes as an amateur—first as a schoolboy in Pennsylvania, then a three-time Atlantic Coast Conference titleholder at Wake Forest College in North Carolina, and ultimately the 1954 U.S. Amateur champion—made such dreams within reach.




  After winning the Amateur and then turning pro, he won the Canadian Open in 1955, his first full season on the tour, and improved steadily each year. In 1956 he won two tournaments, and in 1957, four, the most of any player that year. A few times when he fell too far behind the leaders, he withdrew from the tournament—considered a cardinal sin in professional golf. But Palmer played an attacking, bold game—shooting directly at pins, putting aggressively—and he came to believe that if he could just stay in touch with the leaders he could catch and beat them.




  And how he loved the exhilaration and attention that came with winning dramatically. It was just like when he was a little boy, showing off at Latrobe Country Club with his sawed-off lady’s driver, challenging members to give him a nickel if he hit his ball over a ditch. “He’d be yelling, ‘Watch me! Watch me! Watch me, Pap!’” his father, Milfred “Deacon” Palmer, recalled. “You’d get so sick of him you’d feel like hitting him a lick.” The boy swung so hard that often his feet would go out from under him.




  As a brawny adult, 5 feet 11 inches, 177 pounds, he took the same ferocious cut as he did as a youngster. Standing far from the ball, he had a fast, flattish swing. It was hardly elegant, but the results were impressive. Palmer was one of the tour’s longest drivers, and when his tee ball stayed straight, he usually was a threat to win.




  Two weeks after the Masters, at the tour stop in Houston, Palmer squandered a comfortable lead in the third round, coming home in 39. The last day, needing to get down in two from the apron of the 72nd green, he chipped five feet beyond the hole and missed the return putt. Making it would have gotten him into a play-off with Julius Boros and Jack Burke, Jr. Even after he won the Oklahoma City Open three weeks later—this time he protected his third-round lead—he hardly sounded like the victor. “Who did you fear most heading into the last round?” a reporter asked him. “Myself,” he answered.




  At the Western Open in July, he came undone again. In the first 11 holes of the last round, Mike Souchak made up five strokes on Palmer, the co-leader after three rounds. On the last hole, now tied with Souchak, he exploded out of the greenside bunker, his ball coming to rest three feet from the pin. He then stepped up and missed the putt, admittedly a tricky side-hiller.




  Toward the end of the summer, saying he felt overgolfed, Palmer took off a full ten weeks from the tour. He and his family—wife Winnie and daughters Peggy and Amy, ages three and one respectively— returned home to western Pennsylvania and the three-bedroom ranch house they had built overlooking the golf course he grew up on. There he consulted with his lifelong golf instructor, Pap, who was still the club pro.




  Returning to the tour in mid-November, he tied for seventh at the Lafayette Open. Two weeks later he captured the year’s penultimate tournament, the West Palm Beach Open, for his third win, and then tied for third the next week at Coral Gables. Although he had closed out the season strongly and had finished 1959 fifth on the money list, 30-year-old Arnold Palmer regarded the season a loss—he had failed to win any of the major championships—and he swore to make amends.




  On April 29, the day before the 1959 Colonial National Invitation began, 46-year-old Ben Hogan informed the golfing world that he could still summon the skills of the incomparable shotmaker he once was. Playing his final practice round, he shot the lowest score ever produced on the long, exacting Colonial Country Club—a 63. And in so doing he conquered, at least for a day, the “yips”—the nervous, herky-jerky putting that sometimes in recent years had made the greatest golfer of his era seem a pathetic figure.




  Now running a successful golf-club–manufacturing business in Fort Worth, Texas, and playing in only a select few tournaments each year, the reclusive elder statesman had attracted little attention in pretournament commentary. After all, the last time he had won a tournament on the tour was in 1953, and the 1958 Colonial had ended ignominiously for him. Still solidly in the running at the final hole, he had hooked his drive into the trees, hit a tree with his second shot, flew the green with his third, and took three to get down. With that double-bogey six he finished three strokes behind the winner, Tommy Bolt.




  The fact remained, however, that in most respects Hogan was still Hogan—arguably the finest ball-striker and golf-course strategist in the game’s history and a competitor whose concentration was so profound that some found it eerie. Besides, in the tournament’s 12-year history, he had won four times. That record, and now his record-setting 63, reminded everyone why Colonial Country Club, located in his home-town, was coined “Hogan’s Alley.”




  After the first round, Hogan left little room for doubt that he was still to be reckoned with. Not only did he shoot a 69, which placed him only two strokes behind the leader, Lionel Hebert, but he had a run-in with a movie cameraman who distracted him on the 15th green. Hogan had three-putted for a bogey and was still seething later in the locker room. It was like old times. “I asked him twice to quit, then the third time I ordered him to stop,” he muttered to Harry Gage of the Dallas Morning News . “Those guys think we’re playing these tournaments just for them.”




  In the second round Hogan exhibited the consistent excellence for which he was famous. His scorecard contained 3 birdies and 15 pars for a 67, matching Hebert for the low round of the day. Alone in second place, still trailing by only two shots, he followed his old habit and declined to visit the press room—Hogan presented himself to the writers only when he was the leader.




  Round three, played in winds gusting up to 40 miles an hour, jumbled the list of leaders. Ben’s 77 was a sad, sloppy affair, but not much worse than the others’ rounds, so he was lucky to find himself only three behind the new leader, Ted Kroll, after 54 holes.




  The next day Hogan played in the last threesome with Kroll and Fred Hawkins, who was four strokes back. Kroll fell out of the picture on the back nine, and Hogan and Hawkins came to the final hole tied for the lead. Hawkins, a golfer much better than his record on the tour suggested—one win in 12 years—bogeyed 18. Hogan ran a 40-foot birdie putt 3 feet past the hole. While the spectators watched transfixed, the familiar figure in the customary white, flat, linen cap stood an agonizing full 20 seconds over the ball before he could get his putter started. The ball stopped on the lip. There would be an 18-hole play-off the next day.




  Hogan downplayed his missed putt, but, in fact, it revealed the glaring weakness in his game. Whereas his confident tee-to-green play was still something to behold, his hesitant putting was so appalling that one could hardly believe it was the same golfer on the green. Back in the 1940s, when he was “Bantam Ben” in the press because of his modest stature—5 feet 8 inches, 140 pounds—his rock-steady putting was an asset that contributed to his piling up victory on victory. But ever since the terrifying car crash in 1949, his peripheral vision had declined, and the man had grown to hate this facet of the game; he literally feuded with it. As he grew older and his putting skills eroded, he burned with outrage that what happened on the greens mattered so much. “There are two games of golf,” he declared. “One is the game of golf; the other is putting.”




  After the fourth round at Colonial, Ben, now less of a bantam-weight at 155 pounds, was obviously weary. As always since the collision that nearly took his life, the question surfaced: Could his legs carry him another 18 holes?




  “Oh, sure,” he answered after a long pause. “It’s just that I’ve got a lot of things I need to do. And I’m sure Fred would like to be on his way.” Hogan, dubbed the Hawk for his cold, piercing stare, had mellowed somewhat since the accident, but it’s questionable whether Hawkins, or anybody else, fell for such uncharacteristic insouciance.




  On a muggy, windy Monday, the Hawk finished off his opponent with machinelike efficiency. He jumped in front on the 4th hole, where he sank a 15-footer for a birdie. An eight-foot birdie putt at number 7 extended his lead to four strokes. The players then halved each of the final 11 holes: Hogan 69, Hawkins 73.




  The U.S. Open was only a month away, and Ben said he hoped his fifth win at Colonial was “an omen of things to come.” Another win in the Open would make five, one more than the record shared by turn-of-the-century pro Willie Anderson and Bobby Jones. Surely he wouldn’t have many more chances to capture the game’s preeminent championship.




  Although Colonial marked Hogan’s first victory in six years, the New York Times minimized it. A story ran on the third, and last, page of its sports section, carrying the sour subhead: “Hogan Plays It Safe After Taking 4-Stroke Lead in First 7 Holes.” Other coverage was much warmer and included an Associated Press photo of Ben’s mother, Clara, hugging her son on the 18th green. Two photos accompanying a Sports Illustrated story captured the serene pleasure of the former champion savoring what no longer came easily. “It has been an awfully dry spell,” he said.




  Two weeks later, Sam Snead, 11 days shy of 47, countered with the most spectacular round of his life, a 59. The first sub-60 round in tour history, it was a flourish befitting the career of the tour’s biggest winner. Like his old rival, Ben Hogan, Sam turned the trick on native ground— the Greenbrier in White Sulfur Springs, West Virginia. And like Ben, he won his “home tournament” (formerly the Greenbrier Invitational, then called the Sam Snead Festival) for the fifth time.




  Samuel Jackson Snead, of Ashwood, Virginia (population 400), first came to the Greenbrier in 1936 when he was 23. Before that he repaired clubs, cleaned up, and ran errands at the Cascades, a golf course in Hot Springs, three miles from home. For this, his first job in golf, he received no salary, his only payment being a basic lunch and whatever cash he could bring in giving lessons in his spare time. But it was the Depression, and the job provided a start in golf at the wonderful course where he had caddied as a boy. Best of all, it was a job that enabled the raw recruit to practice on a real golf course.




  As Sam recalled in The Education of a Golfer, one evening he was out behind the caddie shack cleaning mud off some golf balls when Freddie Martin dropped into his life. Martin, the manager of golf at the Greenbrier, located just across the border in West Virginia, had seen the young Snead playing in the Cascades Open that day. Sam, using an incomplete, mismatched set of battered clubs, shot a 70 and finished in second place. Billy Burke, the 1931 U.S. Open champion, had to scramble to win. But what had really impressed Martin was a swing as graceful as Bobby Jones’s that sent the ball prodigious distances. On one 330-yard hole, Sam went through the green with his tee shot.




  “You’ve got a golf swing that’s amazing,” Martin said. “Where’d you learn it?”




  “Nowhere much,” Sam replied. “In a hayfield over home. That’s in Ashwood, up the road a ways.”




  “Which of these Virginia pros has been working with you?”




  “Not any pro. I never had money for lessons or greens fees; just watched my brother, Homer, and practiced in the back pasture.”




  In short order Martin asked Sam to fill an open position he had for a golf professional at the Greenbrier. The pay would be 45 dollars a month plus room and board and any money he could earn teaching the Greenbrier’s well-heeled guests. Would he accept the offer? “Mr. Martin, I don’t know how fast you move,” Sam answered, in his country drawl, “but when you get back to your pro shop, the first sight you’re going to see will be me.”




  Sam collected his few belongings at home that night and, along with his motley assortment of clubs, arrived at his new job the next morning. And so began an association with the Greenbrier that was to continue, with only a couple of interruptions, into his 80s.




  Martin encouraged Snead to test his game against the best players, and in the fall of 1936 Sam headed to Florida. He won $108 in the Miami Open, and he accepted $500 to endorse Dunlop golf equipment. The green peckerwood from the hills of Virginia thought he’d struck it rich. Back in 1934 he’d met Johnny Bulla, a tall, young West Virginian, at a tournament in Louisville, Kentucky, and the two hit it off instantly. Now he hooked up with Bulla, who also was trying his luck on the tour, and the two drove cross-country in Johnny’s jalopy to join the golfing circuit in Los Angeles. They would split expenses and—if the doubtful Snead had his way—whatever prize money either should win.




  The tour—in those days called the tournament circuit or just the circuit—was a patchy series of mostly low-budget, casually run tournaments, a succession of vaudeville stops zigzagging across America. Several tournaments couldn’t weather the Great Depression; others were forced to cut back their prize money.




  The established events were a handful—the Los Angeles, Texas, Western, North and South, and Metropolitan opens—plus the two major championships, the National Open (as the U.S. Open was called) and the PGA Championship. The Augusta National Invitation, soon to be known as the Masters Tournament, had just begun in 1934. With the major championships providing the foundation, a summer circuit of more than a dozen events was now attracting the top players of the country—at least those who could get away from their club jobs.




  The pro ranks featured 15 to 20 marvelous golfers—Craig Wood, Paul Runyan, Ralph Guldahl, Denny Shute, Johnny Revolta, Tommy Armour, Gene Sarazen, Jimmy Thomson, Harry Cooper, Horton Smith, Ky Laffoon, Vic Ghezzi, Henry Picard—plus an itinerant cadre of hustlers and hangers-on. Future greats Byron Nelson and Ben Hogan, acquaintances from their boyhood caddying days in Fort Worth, waited in the wings.




  Tournament golf was a tough life. To thrive on the circuit you had to have a large tolerance of risk, a sense of adventure, and a golf game, because if you couldn’t finish in the top four or five places each tournament, you couldn’t earn a living—at least not from prize money alone. Walter Hagen and Gene Sarazen, the biggest stars of the twenties, made most of their money giving exhibitions. For the others, gambling on the golf course between tournaments and around the card table provided opportunities for reward as well as recreation. The goal most of the players on tour shared was to make a name for themselves in hopes of attracting a plum position at one of the country’s top golf clubs. But they stayed out on the circuit as long as possible, driving their big Buicks and Packards great distances in two- and three-car caravans, mostly because they loved the game.




  Snead started winning tournaments at once and was relieved that Bulla had rejected his proposal to split their winnings 50-50. After finishing sixth at the Los Angeles Open, Sam won both the Oakland and Bing Crosby tournaments, and by the end of 1937 he had added three other victories to his record.




  The arrival on the national stage of this hillbilly golfing prodigy created a sensation. How could this hayseed who’d never taken a golf lesson, who’d never competed in amateur tournaments, who’d run around barefoot on his folks’ little cow-and-chicken farm possibly play as he played? Was he for real? Fred Corcoran, the tournament manager of the PGA and soon Sam’s business manager, assured everyone that he was very much for real. “He’s the best swinger of a golf club I’ve ever seen,” he stated flatly.




  Corcoran, a Boston Irishman, was the ideal front man for the PGA and Sam alike. He knew all there was to know about the game; he was blessed with great instincts for news and publicity; and he had the gift of gab. In Snead he had a completely fresh personality who wove backwoods anecdotes into his naturally picturesque, earthy vocabulary. The press ate it up. And in Snead he had the kind of bigger-than-life golfer the struggling pro circuit badly needed if it was to spark the interest of prospective tournament sponsors such as civic and business groups and golf resorts. The press instantly dubbed Fred’s man “Slammin’ Sammy Snead,” and golf fans, longing for a hero to replace the retired Bobby Jones and Walter Hagen, embraced him.




  In 1938 Sam won eight tournaments. A group of his peers, socializing in a hotel lobby one night, couldn’t get over the year he had had. All agreed: no golfer would ever top his earnings of $19,399.49.




  Over the next 20 years, as new stars replaced the great players of Sam’s generation, the Slammer stayed at the top of his game. To his fans he seemed to change hardly at all. Well, he did go bald, but his trademark straw hats with their colorful cloth bands more than compensated. He was the same wonderful physical specimen that came out of the hills of Virginia—5 feet 11 inches, 185 pounds, with the same 33-inch waist-line and gymnast’s flexibility. He could reach into the cup to retrieve his ball without bending his legs, and—as he loved demonstrating—he could kick one leg high enough to reach the top of a door frame while keeping the other touching the floor.




  His golf swing remained fluid and graceful, seemingly devoid of all tension. It had the same beautiful tempo as the day Freddie Martin first set eyes on it. Years later, when Snead was almost 70, golfer Gardner Dickinson said, “Sam was born warmed up. If you cut him, 3-In-One oil would come out, not blood.”




  From the late thirties to the late fifties, Sam Snead won more golf tournaments and more prize money than anyone else. He won more than 100 tournaments in all—including the PGA three times, the Masters three times, and the British Open once—and about $400,000. He won everything he wanted to win, except the biggest championship of all—the U.S. Open.




  It looked as though he had clinched his first one, the 1937 Open, until Ralph Guldahl caught fire and Snead had to settle for second place—still, an auspicious beginning. In 1939 he butchered the last hole, taking an eight when a mere par five would have brought him the crown. Although nothing in his long career would ever approach the infamy of this championship, more Open anguish lay ahead.




  By the fifties it seemed as though he was doomed to experience heartbreak at the Open again and again. Apart from his second-place finish in 1937, he was runner-up in 1947, 1949, and 1953. Each June his fans and the press wondered, Is this the year the Slammer can finally overcome his Open jinx? And every June he endured the same old questions and gave it his best effort, but the answer still came back no.




  In 1959 Sam Snead was the game’s biggest star, constantly in demand—traveling to tournaments, to golf exhibitions, to televised golf appearances, to business functions. During spring and summer Sam returned from his travels to his home base, the Greenbrier.




  On May 16, when he walked off the 18th green with his phenomenal score of 59, Freddie Martin was waiting for him with tears in his eyes. Back in 1936 he had predicted that one day Sam would break 60 in a tournament; lately he had predicted a U.S. Open title. Sam walked over to Freddie and gave his old friend the last ball he played during the round. The two men faced one another and communicated silently.




  In late September two of the favorites met in the finals of the 1959 U.S. Amateur championship: 35-year-old Charlie Coe, an oil broker from Oklahoma, and 19-year-old Jack Nicklaus, an Ohio State University junior. The championship was played at the Broadmoor in Colorado Springs, Colorado, on a lovely course located 6,400 feet above sea level. Playing a level of golf as rarified as the course’s elevation—especially considering the pressure of a 36-hole match-play final—the opponents came to the home hole all even.




  Coe, the defending champion, and Nicklaus each placed their drives in excellent position to approach the Broadmoor’s 18th green 430 yards in the distance. Charlie, using his eight-iron, struck his ball too hard and it ran off the back of the green to the bottom of a small bank. Could his young opponent capitalize on the opening? Nicklaus lofted a nine-iron that stopped nine feet below the hole.




  Coe’s ball lay in tangly rough and the pin was only 20 feet from the back apron, yet he had to get up and down in two to stand any chance of halving the hole. With his sand wedge, he floated his ball ever so softly just onto the back of the green. It rolled toward the pin— directly toward the pin—and stopped one revolution short of the hole. The two teammates from the States’ recent victorious Walker Cup team exchanged wry smiles; the 4,000 spectators gasped. As the crowd settled down, Nicklaus examined his nine-footer, a tricky uphill putt with a slight left-to-right break near the hole. He stroked his ball into the center of the cup.




  The new U.S. Amateur champion, the youngest winner in 50 years, was little known to the public. But he had been building a record, and few in the world of amateur golf were surprised by his victory.




  Jack took up the game at age ten. At 13 he started to play in tournaments, and in the next few years he won almost all the junior championships of any consequence. At the same tender age of 13 he broke 70 for the first time. He would never forget that day at his home course, Scioto Country Club, in Columbus, Ohio. Playing with his father, the two standing on Scioto’s 18th green in the gloaming, Jack squinted at the 35-foot eagle putt he needed to make for his 69. He holed it.




  In 1955, at 15, he qualified for his first U.S. Amateur championship but lost his first-round match. Bobby Jones, a prodigy in his own day but now incapacitated by a painful spinal disease, drove over to watch him from his golf cart, departing when he realized his presence might have been contributing to the boy’s disappointing play. At 16 Jack won Ohio’s Open championship. At 17 he qualified for his first U.S. Open; he missed the cut by ten strokes, shooting 80-80 at Inverness in Toledo, Ohio.




  The next year, 1958, he won the Trans-Mississippi, one of the top amateur tournaments in the country. In June he survived the cut at the U.S. Open and finished tied for 41st—an amazing achievement for an 18-year-old (though only the fourth best finish by an amateur that year).




  Three weeks later he played in his first regular PGA tournament, the Rubber City Open. Outwardly unfazed by playing with the likes of newly crowned Open champion Tommy Bolt, former Open champion Julius Boros, and the tournament’s eventual winner, Art Wall, Jack finished tied for 15th. The always controversial Bolt had just been fined $500 and put on indefinite probation by the PGA for quitting the Pepsi Open—the latest in a string of citations he had received for flinging his golf clubs, breaking his golf clubs, cussing, and stalking off the course in the middle of tournaments. Years later, Nicklaus acknowledged that the only time he ever felt intimidated on a golf course was during a round in this tournament in which Bolt kept badgering him.




  By 1959, though, it was clear that not much could intimidate this kid Nicklaus. In January he was named to the Walker Cup team—then, more so than today, the dream of all young golfers. That May, in the practice round at Muirfield, Scotland, he drove the 15th green—a distance of 397 yards—and in the competition he won both his foursomes and singles match. He returned home a perceptibly more seasoned competitor, as his subsequent victory at the U.S. Amateur confirmed.




  Several fortunate circumstances, in addition to his innate ability and considerable early tournament experience, contributed to the resounding arrival of Jack Nicklaus. Although he didn’t look it, the husky 5-foot 11¾-inch 210-pounder actually was a very good athlete—quick, well coordinated, and strong as a bull. Taking after his father, Charlie, he loved sports and he loved to compete, particularly in basketball (he was a star on his high school team), but also in baseball and football.




  From the start Jack received instruction at Scioto from Jack Grout, one of the country’s best-trained teaching professionals. Grout had uncommon insight as a teacher, thanks in no small measure to his golfing lineage. He had been an assistant pro to Henry Picard, a top player in the thirties who possessed one of the game’s finest swings; Picard in turn had learned from Alex Morrison, one of the early masters of technique whose theories were years ahead of their time. (Grout also spent time as assistant pro at Glen Garden Country Club, the Fort Worth, Texas, golfing birthplace of Ben Hogan and Byron Nelson.)




  Grout’s new pupil took part in Scioto’s weekly lesson for junior golfers and from time to time a private lesson was arranged. Soon the boy was as passionate about golf as he was about basketball. Jack dwarfed the other kids not only in size and power but in his voracious appetite for practice. Here was a game in which he didn’t have to rely on the fickle interests of the other kids to play. He’d regularly hit 300 balls on the practice range—after playing 18 holes.




  The swing that evolved was colossal, if unorthodox—a low take-away with a wide arc; an upright backswing with a strong body turn, the right elbow jutting away from the body as the hands reached a high position at the top; a powerful lateral leg drive on the down-swing, the clubhead reaching maximum speed as the clubface struck the ball. Jack hit the ball so hard that a number of times the insert on his driver burst.




  Jack was also fortunate in the father he had. Charlie Nicklaus, a Columbus pharmacist, encouraged and supported Jack—and punished him when he needed his comeuppance—but he was not one to force practice on his son, as parents of talented kids often did and do. He nurtured Jack’s growth as a golfer but even more so as a sportsman. The two were very close.




  Add to the mix: young Jack Nicklaus had an abundance of intelligence, ambition, and desire for perfection. What a synergy of golfing attributes and experience!




  From all this, early on, came confidence, and with confidence came the marvelous poise that he displayed at the Broadmoor against the more experienced Coe. Ultimately, with his poise grew the ability both to outthink his opponents down the stretch when the pressure was greatest, and to make swing adjustments when his mechanics went awry. Bobby Jones, who won his second U.S. Open championship at Scioto, once told Charlie Nicklaus that the ability to correct swing problems during a tournament was the key to his becoming a champion, and this comment, relayed to Jack, made a deep impression.




  Like Jones, his boyhood idol, Nicklaus intended to remain an amateur. And like Jones, his overriding goal was to win the U.S. Open. He was determined to be the first amateur to do so since Johnny Goodman in 1933.




  In January 1960, the first month of the new golf season, Arnold Palmer’s name barely strayed onto the tournament leader boards. Three other pretenders to the throne last occupied by Ben Hogan, and one little-known veteran, fared far better.




  Palmer’s best friend on the tour, Dow Finsterwald, captured the year’s first tournament, the Los Angeles Open; Arnold, beaten by a stroke by the low amateur, Phil Rodgers, was scarcely mentioned. The next week, 43-year-old Jerry Barber, a club pro making one of his periodic forays onto the tour, surprised everyone with his first victory since 1954, the Yorba Linda Open. Palmer finished in seventh place, collected $610, and headed off to the Monterey Peninsula for the season’s third event.




  Played in furious rain and wind, the Bing Crosby National Professional-Amateur (or “the Crosby,” as it was universally known) was taken by Ken Venturi; Palmer finished in the pack. Mike Souchak won the following week in San Diego, edging 24-year-old Johnny Pott in an exciting stretch drive by one stroke; Arnold improved to a tie for seventh.




  Next it was on to Palm Springs, California, for the Desert Classic, the tour’s first 90-hole tournament. It was here, the year before, that Palmer had closed with a torrid 62 to grab his first 1959 title. This year, after 72 holes, a Palmer was leading, but it wasn’t Arnold. Forty-one-year-old Johnny Palmer, winner of a half-dozen tournaments from the late forties to mid-fifties, led Arnold by one stroke.




  The Associated Press reported that the two men were not related, which even the casual sports fan soon would know. On the last day, the younger Palmer, buoyed by a six-under-par 66 in round four, came back with a 65 to win his first tournament of 1960. Encouraged but wary of overconfidence, Palmer stayed with the golfing caravan as the California portion of the winter tour concluded and the Southwest leg began.




  The Phoenix Open featured the season’s second victory by a veteran who had been winless for many years, Jack Fleck. One of the game’s more curious figures, Fleck had emerged from obscurity in 1955 to win the U.S. Open—defeating Ben Hogan, in an 18-hole play-off no less. It was his first tour win. The Phoenix Open, in February 1960, became his second and it followed the same 18-hole play-off route. Palmer, despite shooting a third-round 66, finished in 13th place.




  The next week, in Tucson, Arnold shot the low nine-hole score of the year, a 29, in the first round, but finished tied for seventh. Don January, a lanky 30-year-old Texan, was the winner. On to San Antonio for the Texas Open, the eighth tournament of the year.




  With rounds of 69, 65, and 67, Palmer entered the last day of the Texas Open with a four-stroke lead. He extended his cushion to six strokes with an even-par 36 going out. This was fortunate for him, because as the wind whistled and the temperature plummeted into the 40s, he came home with a shaky 39, though he still held on for a two-stroke victory. Suddenly the 1960 season was looking up. With this, his second win of the year, he had already earned $20,211, some $5,000 more than anyone had ever won at this point in the season.




  Arnold stayed with the tour for the ninth consecutive week as it headed to Baton Rouge, Louisiana. For the second tournament in a row he managed a four-stroke lead in the first 54 holes. This time, however, he closed with an airtight 68 to bury the nearest competitor seven strokes behind him. For once, Palmer’s putting, which had failed him so miserably in 1959, was exemplary. In his final-round 68 he holed a 15-footer for a birdie at the 6th hole, a 30-footer for an eagle at 8, and 15- and 25-footers for birdies at 14 and 16 respectively. Next stop, Pensacola.




  When the PGA tour moves to Florida each March, professional golfers start thinking about the Masters. Somewhat akin to baseball’s spring training, with which the Florida tournaments coincide, this is a time to hone your swing, build your confidence, and get competition-tough. In 1960 four events remained to be played before the year’s first major championship: the Pensacola, St. Petersburg, and De Soto opens in Florida, and the Azalea Open in North Carolina.




  Playing the Pensacola, for the first time in three weeks Palmer did not enter the final round in front; he stood two strokes behind the leader, Joe Campbell. Campbell soon tumbled from the top but Palmer, languishing at one over par after three-putting the 8th, couldn’t get his game in gear. Then, suddenly, he found the groove on the soft Pensacola Country Club greens.




  Over the next eight holes he one-putted seven times and collected four birdies. At number 17 he learned that he was one stroke behind the leader, Doug Sanders, who had shot a dazzling 34-31—65. Arnold needed one more birdie on the final two holes for a tie. At the 17th green he left himself a 12-foot birdie putt and holed it. A par now and he’d be alive to duel Sanders in a play-off. On the final green, faced with a 30-footer for birdie, Palmer holed that one, too. In a flash he had stormed to his third straight victory.




  The win, his fourth of the season, was the fifth in 12 starts. The last time anyone had been this hot on tour was 1952, when Jack Burke, Jr., had won four tournaments in succession.




  Palmer’s streak, though, ended the next week at the St. Petersburg Open. George Bayer—golf’s biggest hitter and, at 6 feet 5 inches, 250 pounds, its biggest man—defeated Jack Fleck in a sudden-death play-off; Palmer finished in fifth place. The following week the inaugural De Soto Open was won by Sam Snead, playing in his first tournament of the year. It was his first victory since his fabulous win at the Greenbrier the previous May. Palmer finished tied for fifth.




  While many of his peers then traveled up the coast to Wilmington, North Carolina, for the Azalea Open (won by former National Collegiate Athletic Association champion Tom Nieporte), Arnold finally took the week off to rest and prepare for the Masters.




  Somehow, each April the Masters invents an ingenious plot, setting in dramatic motion a cast of stars and unknowns. Or maybe it just seems that way because even a humdrum Masters still bears the dual imprint of greatness—Bobby Jones and Augusta National.




  In 1956 the protagonist was Ken Venturi, a stylish, 24-year-old amateur who led after each of the first three rounds, only to suffer a terrible attack of nerves and take a 42 on the final nine holes. A hot Jack Burke, Jr., edged him by one stroke.




  In 1957 tour star Doug Ford shot the lights out with a final-round 66 to top the headliner Sam Snead. The climax came on Ford’s final swing—an explosion shot out of the sand that landed in the bottom of the 72nd hole. Two weeks earlier Ford had correctly predicted the winning score, 283, as well as the champion.




  In 1958 rising star Palmer prevailed over playing partner Venturi for his first green jacket, aided by a controversial imbedded-ball ruling at the 12th hole, his bold three-wood on number 13, and some untimely three-putting by Venturi.




  The 1959 Masters was still fresh in everyone’s memory. Palmer’s foibles there and his recent tour domination heightened anticipation over the upcoming championship and insured a large television audience. The only disappointment was that Art Wall would be unable to defend his crown because of a kidney infection and knee injury.




  The bookies made Palmer the favorite at 6–1. He was the pick of most of the press, too, though some writers named Mike Souchak a co-favorite. Being the “favorite,” a label athletes usually shun, didn’t bother Palmer at all. “I sort of like it,” he admitted to Bob Russell, writing for the PGA’s Professional Golfer magazine. “I’m flattered that they picked me.” Determined to live up to his billing, he arrived at Augusta National a week early to put in extra practice. The Masters would be his 13th tournament of the year, and feeling superstitious, he requested to be registered as player number 13.




  A perennial scenario at the Masters, it seems, is that following the first round the spotlight shines on a long shot who’s leading the tournament. Almost inevitably, the long shot returns to anonymity 24 hours later. At the 1960 championship, though, no underdog appeared. And among the top golfers of the day, only Gene Littler, the tour’s lone five-time winner in 1959, and Cary Middlecoff, the 1955 champion, missed the cut.




  Palmer birdied the first two holes of the tournament, shot a brilliant opening-round 67, and burst into a two-stroke lead. Ken Venturi’s quite different tour of Augusta, however, commanded equal attention. After shooting a flawless front nine of 31 and appearing full of backbone and spirit, he three-putted the 11th, double-bogeyed the 12th, and wilted precipitously. The parallels between his incoming 42 and his disastrous final nine in 1956 were uncanny. Few expected Venturi to be able to put back the pieces the next day, but he brought home a brave 69, stopping the muttering that he couldn’t hack it under pressure and winning all-around admiration.
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