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FOREWORD




by Jim Nantz











NORMALLY, WHEN INTERACTING with a star as accomplished as Amy Alcott, most people tend to want to know everything about her. So it’s something quite out of the ordinary to find a living legend who more often than not will initiate a conversation with a relaxed smile and a gleam in her eye that suggests, “Hey, I want to know more about you!”




This rare ability to not take herself so seriously, coupled with her knack for making people around her feel comfortable, is why Amy makes friends as easily as she makes birdies.




What’s truly remarkable is the eclectic nature of the people who populate her world—as is evident by the cross-section of society that she has interviewed for this book. Amy seems to “collect friends” the way Warren Buffett amasses stocks—with an emphasis on underlying value and growth potential. For example, my CBS colleague Steve Kroft and former president Bill Clinton may hold divergent views about how certain news stories ought to be covered, but they clearly share their love of golf—and friendships with Amy.




It’s easy to understand why creative people—athletes, artists, executives, etc.—are naturally attracted to her. She’s a smart, self-confident, and relentlessly curious woman who’d be a winner at almost any endeavor she might have chosen to pursue. Above all, it’s great fun to be in Amy’s company. You just never know where her passion might express itself next. Remember, this is the woman who pioneered what has become the champion’s ritual victory jump into the pond adjoining the eighteenth green at Mission Hills. She revels in surprise and spontaneity.




In its own way, executing her vision for this book also involved “taking a plunge” of sorts. But then again, whether it’s on the course or in her post-competitive career, Amy Alcott has never been the sort to lay up or take a gimme. Rather, she has always done things her way—trusting her instincts, taking calculated risks, and finding new angles.




To be sure, she is not the first author to compile celebrity interviews about lessons learned on the fairways and greens that carry over into the boardroom or onto the stage and screen. In the traditional literary formula, Amy herself would serve as the primary focus of the interview, and the accumulated wisdom and knowledge that she dispenses would drive the narrative. But here, in what I believe truly is a first, it’s the hall of famer who turns the tables and does the asking, not the answering; the listening, not the talking; and the learning, not the instructing.




As a golf book, this one is a typically daring Amy Alcott aim-for-the-flag shot. There are plenty of menacing hazards guarding the green: Would the interviews turn out to be enlightening? What could amateurs—such as a famous composer, a former tennis champion, or a basketball immortal—teach about golf? And for that matter, what can former golf champions teach about life?




This isn’t a novel, so technically there is no ending to give away. But that doesn’t mean that there isn’t a special payoff awaiting those who complete the book. I won’t spoil the surprise, but I will say this: If you thought that Amy could impart spin and make a golf ball do all sorts of tricks, just wait until you get hooked into this book—and you will, because, let’s face it, everyone fantasizes about being able to be that proverbial “fly on the wall” who can eavesdrop on the rich and famous. To her credit, Amy has redefined the standard Q&A genre; what she does instead is to invite you to pull up a chair and join her as she holds court in a virtual clubhouse schmooze-fest.




The responses to Amy’s well-chosen questions contain important pieces of a larger puzzle. When fitted together, they form a meaningful mosaic that is far larger and more illuminating—just as the whole of every great golf course is greater than the sum of its holes. Here, what appear to be random reflections scattered throughout the pages of this volume ultimately coalesce into one powerful mirror that shines a penetrating light right back upon the reader. You may think you’re reading about celebrities, but all the while you’re really learning more about yourself.




Like Amy herself, The Leaderboard is thoughtful, provocative, and fun. I’ll bet that it, too, will create quite a splash.






















PREFACE











AFTER PLAYING GOLF for forty-one years, I’ve had a great time writing this book.




When I told people about the book, most assumed I would write an autobiography since I’ve had so many rich experiences playing golf around the globe. But I chose to take a different path. While the book is about golf, it really is more about the wonderful people I’ve encountered.




Playing tournament golf opened many doors for me, but it is the people I’ve met, and the stories they’ve shared with me on the fairways and greens we’ve walked, that I find so rewarding. They truly are a remarkable cast of characters who come from all walks of life. Let’s face it—as my mom, Lea, used to say—life is a people business.




Some of those people included here are fellow players, such as Jane Blalock, Dottie Pepper, Annika Sorenstam, Karrie Webb, Ben Crenshaw, Ken Venturi, and one of my new personal favorites, Lorena Ochoa. Others are show-business people I met when I was growing up and living in Los Angeles. How would you like to be able to count Jack Nicholson, Kenny G., and Les Moonves as friends? And how about former president Bill Clinton? I probably couldn’t, if it hadn’t been for golf.




I’m struck by the names of those I would like to have interviewed had they still been alive. Dinah Shore is high on that list because she was a very special person to me, both personally and for what she meant to the LPGA. And I would love to have interviewed two of my all-time favorite golfers, Babe Zaharias and Patty Berg. Jack Lemmon and I talked about golf quite a bit, but sadly he died before I wrote this book.




As much as I have enjoyed these relationships and becoming a public figure, there’s a part of me that is very private—at times, almost reclusive. While I can be the life of the party, I’m also given to deep introspection. Both sides of my personality served me well as a competitor, but throughout my career, my private side could result in a sense of loneliness. As an athlete, I needed to be myopic. That is something I share with all athletes who strive to be the best they can be. Golf was my constant companion. It helped carry me through difficult times and kept me balanced.




Yet, in my heart of hearts, I’ve always been a people person. I learned the value of giving of oneself and making others feel special from my mother, who taught by example. That will always be her number one Life Lesson.






It is this lesson that has inspired me to explore the lives of some of the most fascinating people I’ve met throughout my career. Their stories center on golf but also deal with how the game they love intersects with their lives. I came away with a deeper appreciation of how, in the end, the lessons of golf are often the lessons of life.




I hope you enjoy sharing their stories and insights as much as I enjoyed hearing them firsthand. As I worked on this book, I kept coming back to one of Nick Nolte’s lines at the end of the film The Prince of Tides: “It’s the mystery of life that sustains me now.”




I have the same feeling.




—Amy Alcott






























JANE BLALOCK











I ’VE KNOWN JANE BLALOCK since I joined the LPGA in 1975. At that time she was one of the biggest stars on our Tour, having been Rookie of the Year in 1969 after a fine amateur career that saw her win the New Hampshire Amateur five times and the New England Amateur in 1968. In the course of her career, she won twenty-seven tournaments, although she never won a major, finishing second in the LPGA Championship twice. In 1972, she won the inaugural Colgate Dinah Shore Winner’s Circle, which later was designated as a major. One of the most consistent players in LPGA history, Jane made 299 straight cuts from 1969 until 1980.




In 1972, the LPGA’s Executive Board, reacting to accusations from players, charged Jane with cheating, claiming that she mismarked her ball on the green. Twenty-nine LPGA players signed a petition calling for her suspension, and the Executive Committee ultimately suspended her for one year. Jane sued and won a temporary injunction that allowed her to continue playing. She went on to lead the Tour with five wins that year, despite the incredible pressure she was under. Eventually, the courts found the LPGA in violation of antitrust laws.




After winning twice in 1985, Jane retired from active competition, became a stockbroker, and started a golf management company. Her company started the LPGA Golf Clinics for Women program, and she played a key role in establishing the Legends Tour for LPGA players ages forty-five and older.




We visited at the World Golf Village during the 2007 Handa Cup, a Legends Tour competition between the United States and an international team. I’m happy to report that our team won. We began by talking about her decision to retire after the 1985 season.




 




Coming into the 1985 season, I had gone three years without a victory, which was very hard to take. I didn’t want to just be out there to play if I wasn’t able to win. But earlier in the year I won the Kemper Open at Kaanapali, and then I won the Mazda in Japan. I shot a 64 on a legitimate par-73 course, which was my career low round. At the awards ceremony, I thought, It just doesn’t get any better than this. But I also recall the feeling that my competitive desire was slipping away. I made a conscious decision at that point that I was going to retire. I wanted to go out with a win.




 




Was it like a spiritual awakening, an epiphany?




 




It was somewhat spiritual, I guess. I just really knew it was time. I’ve never regretted the decision.




 




Is that when you started your company?




 




No. Over the years I had made friends with a lot of people in the investment world, and the people at Merrill Lynch in Boston had told me that if I ever wanted to work as a stockbroker, they’d have a job for me. I started on the retail side and then moved over to institutional sales. I enjoyed it and was a stockbroker for five years. In that time, I played in a lot of local charitable events and outings, and I just thought they could be produced better. Also, back then more women were entering the workforce, so it seemed like a good opportunity. We started with four or five very good clients, but it really took off when I convinced Jan Thompson at Mazda to sponsor the LPGA Golf Clinics for Women. The Legends Tour came after that.




 




How has golf influenced your life?




 




There are a few ways. First, I never gave up on the golf course. I made 299 cuts, which I’m very proud of. If I shot an 80 in the first round, I wouldn’t allow myself to give up. I felt that if you gave up once, you could give up at any time. Golf taught me perseverance. That’s what enabled me to win. I’m the same way in business. If someone tells me an idea can never work, it just adds fuel to the fire. It makes me all the more determined to make it work. Second, golf taught me the importance of planning. You can’t just show up and expect to play well. You have to have worked on every aspect of your game. In business, you have to have all the answers for any question you might be asked. Finally, you must be able to adapt as conditions change. That’s true in golf, in business, and in life.




 




Was reinventing yourself as a businessperson scary?




 




It was exhilarating. I knew golf so well, but going to Merrill Lynch was a completely new world. I was forty years old and moving to a new city. I had to get a whole new wardrobe and make a new set of friends. But I needed new challenges. I needed to get out of my comfort zone. And your status changes because you’re no longer recognized as a star golfer. It’s kind of a shock when you realize that people don’t know who you are or what you did in your former life. You have to deal with developing a whole new persona.




 




Are there any people you’d like to spend time with, not necessarily on the golf course but just to get to know?




 




Mikhail Baryshnikov would be the first name that comes to mind. He’s the greatest male ballet dancer and I think probably the ultimate athlete. He was just beautiful to watch. The second person would be Helen Turley, who has been at the center of the American winemaking industry. She’s been very successful in a field that has traditionally been dominated by men. I’m a wine collector, so I’d love to just sit down with her and try some of her favorite wines and listen to her explain why they’re so special.




 




What was your most exciting moment on the golf course?




 




I have three, and they’re all equally special. The first was winning the Triple Crown at Mission Hills. I beat Judy Rankin and Joanne Carner in a playoff. It was the only time my parents saw me win on tour. The second was winning the Kemper in 1985. I had never worked harder and was frustrated. I had come close to retiring a couple of times, so it ended a slump and unlocked the handcuffs. The third was winning my last tournament, because it allowed me to retire on a high note. Winning is a lonely experience, but it’s the only reason I ever played. I never cared about the money. Winning was everything.




 




How did you get through the controversy when you were accused of cheating? That must have been incredibly difficult.




 




I’m a very resilient, positive person. I believe in always looking at the sun, because that way you never see the shadows. I also had tremendous support from my family and friends and from the press.






 




How did it change you?




 




It made me stronger, but it also made me less trusting, which is not a good thing. But it didn’t make me a harder person, which could easily have happened. What was scary, besides the charges themselves, was the fact that it snowballed. It dragged on for three or four years. It’s interesting that I’ve received apologies from many of the players who made the charges, admitting they were wrong. I can take some comfort in that.




 




Jane’s life is proof that golf gives you many tools to reinvent yourself. She was always a great competitor, but she showed a lot of heart when she battled the allegations of cheating, which is about as bad an allegation as a player can face in golf—a sport that prides itself on being a game of honor and sportsmanship. Winning five tournaments in a year when she was under so much scrutiny says a lot about her both as a person and as a player. When I think about Jane, I remember a quote from Winston Churchill: “Never give in, never give in, never, never, never—in nothing great or small, large or petty—never give in except to convictions of honour and sense.”






















BILL CLINTON











I MET PRESIDENT CLINTON at his New York City office, on 125th Street and Lenox Avenue, in the historic heart of Harlem, just a short distance from the famous Apollo Theater. The room faces south and has beautiful views of Manhattan. The walls are lined with political posters and photographs, and among the photos are images of some of the true legends of jazz, which reflect his lifelong interest in music.




Before we began our interview, he showed me some of the memorabilia that he keeps on a shelf beneath the windows. He has campaign buttons and pins dating back to the earliest years of our country. As we perused the items he had collected over the years, he was like a youngster showing off his collection of toy cars. I was reminded of just how enthusiastic he is, whether he is talking about golf, history, politics, or the fascinating people he’s known over his remarkable career.






In an interview with Sports Illustrated many years ago, President Clinton said I was one of his favorite golf partners and mentioned that when we played at Hillcrest, a club in Los Angeles, I shot a 29 on the front nine. A friend asked me if I had actually shot a 29 or if it was what we call a “newspaper score.” I have to confess, the president did give me four putts of about eight feet. I tell this story only because people always talk about how President Clinton likes to take mulligans, or, in his case, “Billigans.” I think it’s because he genuinely likes to see people do well and succeed. That, and his remarkable enthusiasm, are two reasons why many people believe he’s the greatest politician of his generation.




I think we connected because during the first round we ever played, we spoke about his relationship with his mother, who had recently died. I was very close to my own mother, and I could relate to the emotions he talked about. I think we forged a sense of intimacy. Oh—and that we also loved the film Happy, Texas.




We have played together three times, twice at Hillcrest and once at Riviera, so we began by talking about the state of his golf game.




 




It’s getting better. I didn’t play that much once I left the White House. I spent most of 2003 writing my book, and then in 2004 I had heart surgery and I couldn’t play for about six months. When I did start to play again, I had lost some of my touch around the greens but what I really lost is distance. I used to be quite a long hitter, but since the surgery my balance isn’t what it used to be. I’m still a good short-to middle-iron player, but I wasn’t as good with my long irons. Fortunately, rescue clubs have saved me. Now my big problem is finding time to play. I’m traveling so much for my foundation that when I do get to play, I’m usually jet-lagged or exhausted.




 




How long have you been playing?




 




When I was twelve my uncle gave me a set of hickory-shafted clubs, so that’s what I learned to play with. I used to caddie from time to time, but back then not many of my friends played golf. I did enter my first tournament when I was sixteen. I remember that it was about one hundred degrees out. A friend of mine who was a really good player caddied for me. I was six or seven down after the first nine, and my friend said he’d do the thinking for us. All I had to do was hit the shots. I came back and was tied after eighteen. I wound up losing on the first hole of the playoff, but every time I see my buddy we have a good laugh about that match. I didn’t play for about ten years after high school, and I really kick myself because I was in England as a Rhodes Scholar and could have played all those wonderful courses over there. When I was in my late twenties I started playing with Hillary’s brothers, who are golf fanatics. When I was governor I’d work until five or six and then go play at Little Rock Country Club. Right from the beginning, one of the things that really drew me to golf was that it was my way to be alone in nature.




 




If you had the time to really play and practice, how good could you be?




 




I’m not sure. Greg Norman once said to me, “If I had you for a month, you’d never shoot higher than the seventies. You don’t have a month, do you?”




 




How much did you get to play as president?




 




I used to play at the Army Navy Country Club, which isn’t far from the White House. It’s an old course and not very long, but you’ve got to really hit shots there. I could just grab someone to play with. I played a lot with Erskine Bowles. He’s a very good player. I played with Vernon Jordan and a friend of mine, Kevin O’Keefe, another really good player. I like to play with people who are better than I am.




 




What about other heads of state?




 




I’ll tell you who is a good player, Jean Chrétien, the former prime minister of Canada. He beat me more than half the times we played. And you know who could be a good player? Tony Blair. One time we were at Chequers, the prime minister’s country house. It used to have a golf course but it was sold. We went over and played nine holes. He had never played. I told him I’d drive and we’d both play our second shots from my ball. He parred four of the nine holes. He’s just a natural.




 




Does Hillary play?




 




She used to play once a year with me, usually when we were on Martha’s Vineyard. She played field hockey and was a pretty good tennis player. Once when we were in Bermuda I paid for her to have some lessons, but she just never got into the game. She’s one reason I started playing again. She thought I was a workaholic and golf would be good for me. That and singing in the church choir.




 




Do you have a favorite round of golf?




 




I love to play links courses. I’ve never had a good round on one, but I’m just so happy to be there that it doesn’t matter. The first time I played Ballybunion in Ireland it was with Christy O’Connor, Senior. About twelve thousand people came out to watch us. The wind was howling. It was a three-or four-club wind. Before we teed off, the caddie asked me what my handicap was. I told him 12. Then he asked if this was the first time I’d played Ballybunion. I told him it was. He said the bet was twenty to one that I wouldn’t break 100. I told him I’d take a piece of that. I made a triple bogey on the first hole. I made a 10 on the second hole, so I’m 9 over par after two holes. I tripled the third hole, and now I’m 12 over but I’m having a great time. After that I played pretty well and wound up shooting 95 and made some money. The caddie couldn’t believe it.




Another time I played Prestwick, which is where the first twelve British Opens were played. I had 175 yards into a green with a four-foot drop in the middle. The caddie told me to make sure to hit it past the flag because the ball would roll back down toward the hole. I did just what he said but wound up four-putting. That’s the thing about golf. Sometimes you get breaks you think you don’t deserve, but when you get a bad break you have to think back to all the good breaks you got, too.




 




In what other ways do you think golf is like life?




 




Well, first of all, you’re always making decisions and they won’t all be good, but you also get a lot of second chances. About 80 percent of the time you have to take your punishment and move on, but about 20 percent of the time you can take a gamble and pull it off. If you can’t accept making mistakes, don’t play. You just have to keep trying. Like I always say, about 90 percent of life is just showing up.






 




Do people get nervous playing with you?




 




Sometimes in the beginning, which always amazes me, but eventually they relax.




 




Which presidents were the best golfers? I remember asking Jerry Ford how his game was after he left the presidency, and he said it was getting better because he was hitting fewer people.




 




I think FDR was probably the best. There’s a photograph in his library of him hitting a shot, and you can tell he had a good swing. JFK was also very good, but he had back problems and he tried to conceal how good he was because it was still thought of as a rich man’s sport.




 




Are there any courses you haven’t played that you’d like to play?




 




Pine Valley and Augusta. I’ve also heard a lot of good things about the Sand Hills Golf Club in Nebraska. But really, the big thing is that I can have a good time on any golf course. I’ve reached the point in my life where I can relax and enjoy myself out there.




 




When you spend time with President Clinton, you can’t help but be impressed by his sheer enthusiasm for life. He genuinely likes people and has a great curiosity. Over the years he’s obviously learned how to roll with the punches, and playing the game that he loves is one way he’s able to do just that. Plus, on a personal note, I’d like to say he’s one helluva golfer!






















BEN CRENSHAW











I ’VE ADMIRED BEN CRENSHAW for longer than I’d like to admit.




Ben is three years older than I. He joined the PGA Tour right out of the University of Texas in 1973, winning the first event he entered as a pro, the 1973 San Antonio Texas Open. Since I won the third event I entered on the LPGA Tour, I’ve always figured that we had something in common—except our putting strokes: his is long and flowing and mine is a constant work in progress.




Actually, our careers have shared a number of highs and lows. I think the biggest thing we have in common is that we approach the game with a certain spirituality. I know that when I won the 1980 U.S. Women’s Open by nine strokes, I felt that I was being guided by a powerful force or spirit, although it was a survival test in one-hundred-plus weather. And I know Ben felt the same way after he won his second Masters Tournament, in 1995, just after the death of his longtime teacher, Harvey Penick.




Ben enjoyed a great amateur career. He was a member of the University of Texas team that won three straight NCAA Championships, and in 1972 he and his teammate and fellow Austin resident Tom Kite shared the individual title.




He and Tom went on to remarkably similar careers. Both won nineteen times on tour, and both captained Ryder Cup teams. Ben won two Masters Tournaments. Tom won the 1992 U.S. Open. Both are members of the World Golf Hall of Fame, and Ben serves as its spokesman. As important as their similar records is the fact that they both learned the game under the caring and watchful eye of the legendary Harvey Penick, the longtime professional at the Austin Country Club, who also taught LPGA greats Kathy Whit-worth and Sandra Palmer.




I can’t think of a player—pro or amateur—who can rival Ben’s love for and knowledge of the game’s history. That passion extends to golf course architecture; Ben has spent long hours studying the works and writings of the great architects. He and his partner, Bill Coore, are considered among the top course designers in the game today, and because I am involved in design work, I can really appreciate how brilliant they are.
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