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THE BATTLE FOR
AUGUSTA NATIONAL





ONE
At the Point of a Bayonet



“MR. JOHNSON, THIS IS the first Masters that you’re presiding over as chairman—I just wonder how it feels personally, and what responsibility you feel to both the past and the future?”


“Well, it is a great honor to be in this position, and I feel a great responsibility to preserve the traditions and the customs established by Bob Jones and Cliff Roberts. I guess that is the main concern that I have.”


With those words, William Woodward (Hootie) Johnson was officially introduced to his public. He had been named Augusta National Golf Club’s fifth chairman on May 1, 1998, but it was nearly a year later—on Wednesday of Masters week in April 1999—that he first commanded the stage, at the annual press conference conducted by the club chairman on the eve of the tournament. For the better part of half an hour Johnson was questioned about such mundane matters as the tournament’s revamped qualifying criteria and proposals to speed up the pace of play. His responses were authoritative and informed with the proper reverence. At one point Johnson was asked if he was “nervous” about how his tenure as chairman would be remembered, given that for his first Masters he was unveiling significant changes to four holes and a well-groomed layer of rough framing the fairways—a noteworthy departure from Bobby Jones’s vision of the course. “Well, anything having to do with Augusta National is a heavy responsibility and one that we always give careful thought to,” said Johnson. “It is a national treasure. It is something precious and something to be preserved.”


Near the end of the Q&A session Christine Brennan raised a hand. Since the debut of her weekly column in USA Today in 1998, Brennan had emerged as one of the most prominent sportswriters in the country. Her Olympic background—including two books about figure skating—had provided her with an opportunity to write often about women’s sports, and she was never shy about crusading for her sisters. The 1999 Masters was Brennan’s first sojourn to the manly world of Augusta National; she was not imbued with the reflexive deference to this famous club that is typical of so many sportswriters covering the tournament. Earlier in the week Brennan had read a clip about Augusta National’s aversion to publicly discussing its membership; without identifying herself, Brennan said to Johnson, “We were talking yesterday—reporters, that is—“trying to get the numbers straight. If you wouldn’t mind telling us how many African Americans there are at Augusta National and how many women members? And if there are no women members, why aren’t there?”


“Well, that’s a club matter, ma’am, and all club matters are private,” Johnson replied.


“Are there women members?”


“That’s a club matter, ma’am, and all club matters are private.”


The next question was about the recent course renovations, and the press conference petered out shortly thereafter.


“I’ve heard reporters saying that there were chuckles in the room when I asked those questions,” Brennan says. “I think that’s how they want to remember the moment. As I recall, there was complete silence. Awkward silence. But afterward, some of my buddies came up and punched me on the arm and they were like, ‘Way to go, you’ve been at the Masters exactly one day and you’re already causing trouble.’ That didn’t bother me. What bothered me was, Why didn’t anyone else follow up? Was it so unique a question, so out of left field, that they couldn’t see it was a legitimate issue?”


Brennan’s acidic column came out the next day, April 8, 1999, the first round of the sixty-third Masters. It began, “I made a right turn off the main drag in Augusta the other day and ended up in 1975. Or perhaps it was 1940. It was hard to tell.” She recounted her exchange with Johnson, then quoted him saying, “It is something precious and something to be preserved.” Brennan’s kicker: “He was talking about the golf course and the tournament. And, hopefully, nothing else.”


Brennan’s initial clash with Johnson would grow into a scab that she would pick over and over in the years to come. At her second Masters, in what was otherwise a valentine to 2000 champion Vijay Singh, Brennan wrote, “He became only the second person of color, joining [Tiger] Woods, to win at this lily-white bastion of still mostly segregated golf, where today, in the year 2000, amazingly enough, there still are only three black members and no women.” In a shrill pretournament piece the following year, Brennan made note of “the behavior of our host this week, good old Augusta National. No club this visible is doing more to promote the advancement of poor, beleaguered white men in golf than this one. It’s a secret how many black and female members Augusta National has in total, but it’s fairly certain there are no more than three black members, and no women members.”


At the U.S. Open two months later, in a column slamming Tiger Woods for his lack of an overt social conscience, Brennan again made mention of the absence of women members at Augusta National.


By the time the 2002 Masters rolled around, even Brennan was tired of hearing Brennan rag on Augusta National. “I had become a cliché—I had become a joke in my profession,” she says. “I decided it was time to give it a rest.” In fact, Brennan skipped Augusta altogether. But on Monday of Masters week, while at home in Washington, D.C., she cracked open the May/June issue of Golf for Women, a sister publication of Golf Digest. Contained within its glossy pages was an article by Marcia Chambers entitled “Ladies Need Not Apply.”


Chambers was the author of a groundbreaking 1990 report for Golf Digest about the legal and ethical challenges facing exclusionary private clubs. Her interest in the topic led to the book The Unplayable Lie: The Untold Story of Women and Discrimination in American Golf. She had been installed as a contributing editor at Digest in the early nineties, becoming the conscience of the Golf Digest Companies, whose chairman and editorial director, Jerry Tarde, likes to brag in print about his membership at Pine Valley, perhaps the most macho of the country’s all-male golf clubs. “Ladies Need Not Apply” was a meticulously researched, 4,500-word screed about the exclusionary membership practices of Augusta National and the Royal and Ancient Golf Club of St. Andrews, the tweedy Scottish ruling body that runs the British Open. Chambers’s piece would be nominated for a National Magazine Award, but with Golf for Women’s petite four hundred thousand circulation, it failed to register with the public at large. Brennan, however, was intrigued by one tidbit buried on the fifth page of the story: In a roundup of Augusta National’s tiny tribe of black members, Chambers mentioned Lloyd Ward, who had just become the CEO of the United States Olympic Committee. The Olympics is one of the few places in sports where women and men are on a level playing field, and Brennan was stunned that the USOC’s highest-paid official would belong to an all-male club. She picked up the phone and called Ward.


ON APRIL 11, 2002, Martha Burk traveled from her home in Washington, D.C., to Austin, Texas, to spend the weekend at the home of her son Mark, who was hosting a family get-together. En route she grabbed a copy of USA Today. Burk’s father and two sons are avid golfers; with the Masters beginning that day, she knew it would be a topic of conversation, and, as always, she wanted to have all the answers. When Burk opened the paper to the sports section the top of the front page screamed “Augusta Faces Push for Women.” When she turned the page, Brennan’s column called out to her. Both pieces cited Chambers’s article in Golf for Women, but USA Today was able to advance the story thanks to Ward, who had violated the basic tenet of Augusta National membership. Like mobsters and professional caddies, Augusta National members live under a code of omerta; it is verboten to speak publicly about the family business. Yet here was Ward, on page one of the USA Today sports section, saying, “I want to have influence from the inside. I want to talk to members of Augusta and say, quite frankly … you’ve got to have a broader membership, and that includes women.” He added, “Inclusion does not just mean people of color. It should be extended to that broader base that includes women.”


As the chair of the National Council of Women’s Organizations (NCWO), Burk has devoted her professional life to fighting gender discrimination. These stories of Augusta National’s grass ceiling resonated deeply with her. Four days later Burk was plopped in front of the TV at her son’s home, studying the final round of the Masters. At one point she turned to her daughter-in-law Kim and said, “You know, I found out that this club discriminates against women. And we’re going to change that.”


Later in the telecast, Hootie Johnson appeared, to conduct the awkward ceremony in which the Masters champion is presented with a green jacket, the iconic symbol of Augusta National membership. Burk got a hoot out of Johnson’s drawl, which is thicker than U.S. Open rough. Adopting an over-the-top southern accent, she said, “Hootie Johnson, ah’m a-gonna wraaaht yew uh letter!”


IN LATE APRIL the NCWO’s all-female executive committee convened for its bimonthly meeting. Near the end of the session Burk said, “By the way, I learned about this golf club that doesn’t allow women members. Why don’t we write them a letter?” The women murmured their assent. As Burk would later say, “It was such a small deal we didn’t even vote on it.” Letter writing is a common practice of the NCWO, designed to create dialogue, apply pressure, or both. Burk and her organization write a handful of such letters every month.


In the weeks after her executive committee meeting Burk pecked out a draft of a letter to the chairman of Augusta National and circulated it for comment. “People helped tweak it—a word here, a word there,” she says. The finished letter was dated June 12. A full two months had passed since the Masters. “My best guess is that we sent it registered mail,” Burk says. “I’m sure it wasn’t overnight, because we don’t like to spend that kind of money. There certainly wasn’t any sense of urgency, which should be obvious because it took me a while to get it done.”


The scarlet letter ran exactly nine sentences:


The National Council of Women’s Organizations (NCWO) is the nation’s oldest and largest coalition of women’s groups. Our 160 member organizations represent women from all socioeconomic and demographic groups, and collectively represent over seven million women nationwide.


Our member groups are very concerned that the nation’s premier golf event, the Masters, is hosted by a club that discriminates against women by excluding them from membership. While we understand that there is no written policy barring women, Augusta National’s record speaks for itself. As you know, no woman has been invited to join since the club was formed in 1932.


We know that Augusta National and the sponsors of the Masters do not want to be viewed as entities that tolerate discrimination against any group, including women. We urge you to review your policies and practices in this regard, and open your membership to women now, so that this is not an issue when the tournament is staged next year.


Our leadership would be pleased to discuss this matter with you personally or by telephone. I will contact you in the next few weeks.


In hindsight, Burk says, “I regret only one line in the letter. Where I wrote ‘so this is not an issue next year,’ in my mind, I meant ‘as it already has become this year.’ I wish I had completed the sentence on paper. But I think it’s important to point out that I was accused of putting a deadline on this, which you will see is inaccurate if you read the letter carefully.”


Weeks went by without a word from Johnson. Burk was hardly put out. Her letters often engendered blow-off form replies, or no response at all. “I have always assumed the reason we didn’t hear from Hootie right away was because he doesn’t read the mail every day,” Burk says. “I never thought he was down there plotting an offensive.”


A COUPLE OF DAYS after receiving Burk’s letter, Johnson had lunch in his hometown of Columbia, South Carolina, with his friend and mentor Bob McNair, the former governor of the Palmetto State. They have known each other since the late 1950s, when Johnson was a callow twenty-five-year-old who had been talked into running for a seat in South Carolina’s House of Representatives, and McNair, an older, wiser member, took him under his wing. “We didn’t talk about it at length, but Hootie did mention that he had received this letter and he intended to put the matter to rest,” says McNair. “His thing was that he wanted to make his case clear. He didn’t want to crack the door for further debate. Looking back now, it’s worth a chuckle, but at the time Hootie didn’t anticipate much of a public reaction.” McNair’s avuncular advice, shaped by a lifetime of public service, was not to underestimate the power of a determined activist.


Johnson continued to stew on Burk’s letter, chatting up his best friend and frequent hunting companion Hugh McColl, a fellow Augusta National member. Johnson’s foray into politics had been brief; after one two-year term as a state representative, he dedicated his professional life to growing his daddy’s small-town bank. Johnson would turn Bankers Trust into a southeastern power, and in 1985 he merged it with McColl’s North Carolina NationsBank. A series of further mergers, some of them bloody, made Johnson a multimillionaire and left him as the chairman of the executive committee of the country’s biggest financial institution, Bank of America, with McColl entrenched as its CEO. Though Johnson would be described by The Charlotte Observer as McColl’s “hatchet man,” theirs has always been a relationship of mutual respect. “Hootie is my closest friend in the world,” says McColl. “If he asks a question, I give him an answer. We have a saying: I have an opinion unencumbered by the facts.”


McColl declines to discuss the specifics of his advice on how to handle Burk’s letter, but it’s not hard to guess its tenor. Through the years McColl has been described by Fortune variously as a “combative,” “bom-bastic,” “pugnacious” “scorched earth operator,” not to mention “a ruthless taskmaster who chews up everything in his path.” Time chimed in too, calling him “a tiny stick of dynamite … with a big mouth and a short fuse.” And if Johnson ever needed a military analogy—involving, say, a bayonet—he could certainly count on it to be supplied by McColl, a former Marine who kept a crystal grenade on his desk and who once celebrated a business victory by reenacting the raising of the flag at Iwo Jima with some of his loyal boardroom lieutenants.


Johnson sought further opinions on how to proceed from his kitchen cabinet of fellow members. As a kingmaker in South Carolina politics, Johnson had earned a reputation as a fearless visionary who was “stubborn as a mule,” according to a man he helped elect to South Carolina’s General Assembly, I. S. Leevy Johnson. But Hootie’s indecisiveness on how to handle Burk can be traced to a public relations fiasco from the previous year. One of the most treasured perks of winning the Masters has always been the lifetime invitation to play in the tournament, and the fossilized past champs have long been a beloved part of the Masters firmament, even as they struggle to break 90. In May 2001, Johnson ordered a bluntly worded letter to be sent to a handful of past champions, strongly encouraging them to hang up their spikes so as to spare the Masters their ragged play. The insult to these proud men was later codified, as the Masters set an age limit of sixty-five for its participants. The revocation of the lifetime exemption led to howls of protest among the players and sharp criticism in the press, as much for the unfeeling manner in which it was handled as for the merits of the decision. Thus chastised, Johnson proceeded with caution after receiving Burk’s letter.


“People think this was a knee-jerk reaction,” says an Augusta National employee, “but the Chairman spent three weeks carefully deliberating a response.” (Like Sinatra and Mao, Johnson is referred to as the Chairman by his supplicants.) At the urging of his inner circle, Johnson agreed that the club should seek the counsel of a Washington, D.C., public relations consultant who moved in the same circles as Burk and was familiar with the politics of protest. After some fishing around, the consultant rendered his verdict: Burk was deemed “an attack activist,” says the club insider. “The recommendation was that we fight back, that we set the agenda on the debate.”


As June melted into July, Johnson pecked out a draft of a press release, aided by the consultant. It was then circulated among his camp for comment and further tweaking. The final version ran to three pages and would be e-mailed to eighty media outlets across the country. Its tone was somewhere between defiant and foaming-at-the-mouth rabid:


We have been contacted by Martha Burk, Chair of the National Council of Women’s Organizations (NCWO), and strongly urged to radically change our membership. We want the American public to be aware of this action right from the beginning. We have advised Dr. Burk that we do not intend to participate in such backroom discussions.


We take our membership very seriously. It is the very fabric of our club. Our members are people who enjoy each other’s company and the game of golf. Our membership alone decides our membership—not any outside group with its own agenda.


Dr. Burk’s letter incorporates a deadline tied to the Masters and refers to sponsors of the tournament’s telecast. These references make it abundantly clear that Augusta National Golf Club is being threatened with a public campaign designed to use economic pressure to achieve a goal of [the] NCWO.


Augusta National and the Masters—while happily entwined—are quite different. One is a private club. The other is a world-class sports event of great public interest. It is insidious to attempt to use one to alter the essence of the other. The essence of a private club is privacy. Nevertheless, the threatening tone of Dr. Burk’s letter signals the probability of a full-scale effort to force Augusta National to yield to [the] NCWO’s will.


We expect such a campaign would attempt to depict the members of our club as insensitive bigots and coerce the sponsors of the Masters to disassociate themselves under threat—real or implied—of boycotts and other economic pressures.


We might see “celebrity” interviews and talk show guests discussing the “morality” of private clubs. We could also anticipate op-ed articles and editorials.


There could be attempts at direct contact with board members of sponsoring corporations and inflammatory mailings to stockholders and investment institutions. We might see everything from picketing and boycotts to t-shirts and bumper stickers. On the internet, there could be active chat rooms and email messaging. These are all elements of such campaigns.


We certainly hope none of that happens. However, the message delivered to us was clearly coercive.


We will not be bullied, threatened or intimidated.


We do not intend to become a trophy in their display case.


There may well come a day when women will be invited to join our membership but that timetable will be ours and not at the point of a bayonet.


JULY 9, 2002, was a quiet Tuesday around the NCWO headquarters. When a FedEx deliveryman came knocking, Burk signed for a slender package herself and immediately popped it open. Inside was a letter on Augusta National letterhead, in which Johnson had dashed off a pithy three sentences to Burk: “As you are aware, Augusta National Golf Club is a distinctly private club and, as such, cannot talk about its membership and practices with those outside the organization. I have found your letter’s several references to discrimination, allusions to the sponsors and your setting of deadlines to be both offensive and coercive. I hope you understand why any further communication between us would not be productive.”


Says Burk, “I thought the tone was pretty cold, but I put the letter aside. It didn’t make a strong impression because we sometimes get dismissive responses like that. But not ten minutes after getting the letter, my phone rang. It was the first reporter calling, about the press release that had just been issued by the club. I had no idea what he was talking about. The timing was such that I have often wondered if Hootie was tracking the FedEx, ensuring that it was delivered before he unleashed his statement to the world.”


The reporter on the other end of the phone line was Doug Ferguson, the industrious golf writer for the Associated Press. When Burk pleaded ignorance, Ferguson faxed her Johnson’s statement.


“The response is insensitive at best and confrontational at worst,” Burk told Ferguson. “I and my groups are making a good-faith effort to urge the club to be fair, to not discriminate against women and basically to come into the twenty-first century. We were trying the olive-branch approach, but he’s unwilling to talk.”


Burk went on to say that the NCWO’s next step would be to contact the Masters’ corporate sponsors. “I hope they’ll respond positively,” she said, in what sounded like a warning. As for Johnson’s excruciatingly detailed forecast of a public campaign against the club, Burk said, slyly, “He’s certainly given us a good blueprint.”


Before the day was out, Johnson’s defiance and Burk’s resolve were burning up the AP wire. The battle had been joined for the soul of Augusta National.





TWO
To Shoal Creek, and Beyond



WHAT SET OFF HOOTIE JOHNSON? It’s tempting to think that his sharply worded press release was an idiosyncratic response from a singular personality, but Johnson’s fighting words were seventy years in the making. Augusta National’s timeless atmosphere comes with strings attached, as today’s green jackets are forever beholden to the past. Founder Bobby Jones has been dead for thirty-three years but still haunts the letterhead, with the title President in Perpetuity. His cofounder, Clifford Roberts, also lives on more than a quarter century after his death, as Chairman in Memoriam. Is it any wonder, then, that a challenge to the club’s very identity would spark more than a form letter in response?


To understand where Johnson was coming from it is necessary to survey the long history of Augusta National, which has largely been defined by four men: Jones, an icon of American sport whose desire for privacy led him to Augusta, where he could fulfill his dream of building a championship golf course in his native South; Roberts, a starstruck Wall Street financier who willed Jones’s dream into creation and whose obsessive-compulsive personality shaped the Masters and the club’s autocratic leadership culture; Dwight Eisenhower, who made twenty-seven trips to Augusta National during his presidency, cementing the club’s status as a cloistered refuge for the ruling class; and longtime member Hall Thompson, who tried to replicate the Augusta mystique at his own club, Birmingham’s Shoal Creek, but who unwittingly brought to the fore long-festering issues of discrimination and inclusion in golf. Thompson’s bigoted comments on the eve of the 1990 PGA Championship at Shoal Creek—“we don’t discriminate in every other area except the blacks”—led to a period of painful self-examination in the golf world. That controversy still resonated twelve years later when a letter from the National Council of Women’s Organizations landed with a thud on the desk of the chairman of Augusta National Golf Club. For better or worse, the legacies of these four key green jackets guided Johnson as he answered Burk’s challenge with his poison pen.


DURING AMERICA’S JAZZ AGE—when Jay Gatsby threw the best parties and the only thing that traveled farther than Charles Lindbergh was a Babe Ruth home run—no figure was more glamorous than Bobby Jones. Competing only as an amateur, he was the picture of the golfing gentleman, with a wardrobe as stylish as his swing, and accomplishments on the course matched by those in academia. (Jones held degrees in engineering, literature, and the law from universities such as Harvard and Georgia Tech.)


Though he would win thirteen major championships by the time he was twenty-eight, tournament golf was exquisite torture for Jones. He often sweated off a dozen pounds or more during an event, and after playing he would repair his body and psyche with an ice bath and a couple of stiff drinks. When he won the Grand Slam in 1930, sweeping the United States and British Amateur and Open titles, his overriding emotion was relief, not joy; having produced the perfect finale, Jones could finally retire to his law practice.


But before the ticker tape had been swept from Broadway, he set out to realize another dream: building a world-class golf course in the South. Two of the defining tournaments of Jones’s career, the U.S. Open and the U.S. Amateur, had never been conducted below the Mason-Dixon Line. Jones pined to bring an important championship to the South, but he also had personal reasons for wanting his own course. He was mobbed every time he teed it up in a friendly game, even at his home course, Atlanta’s East Lake, and he needed a place to escape to. It was this vision—to both advance the game and fashion a private retreat—that led to his unlikely partnership with Clifford Roberts, who was another kind of American success story.


Charles DeClifford Roberts Jr. was born in 1894 in Morning Sun, Iowa, and had an austere childhood working on the family farm. Though he had only an eighth-grade education, Roberts was driven and disciplined, and determined to reinvent himself. He had grown up reading the biographies of great men, and after hustling his way to Wall Street success, he set out to emulate their dashing lifestyle. He took an apartment on Park Avenue and joined Knollwood Country Club in West-chester County, and in this rarified air he soon made the acquaintance of the great Bobby Jones, who played an exhibition at Knollwood in the mid-twenties. Roberts journeyed to New Jersey for the 1926 U.S. Amateur at Baltusrol Golf Club, and after Jones lost in the final, Roberts was one of a small group who consoled him over drinks in the clubhouse.


Though they came from wildly different backgrounds, Jones and Roberts had plenty to talk about. Both enjoyed playing winter golf in Augusta, Georgia, an industrious, growing burg 150 miles east of Atlanta that had a much milder climate during the cold months. They had mutual friends in Augusta, including Tom Barrett, who would become mayor. In 1930, Roberts suggested to Jones that he build his dream course there, and offered to handle the financing.


Jones collaborated on the design with the great Scottish architect Alister MacKenzie. Both abhorred the brutally penal style of golf that had taken hold in the United States, on courses like Oakmont and Pine Valley. Jones wanted a wide-open canvas that would encourage artistic expression, the kind of freewheeling golf he loved playing en route to three British Open championships. His model was the quirky, fabled links of the Old Course in St. Andrews, Scotland, where MacKenzie had been employed to survey and map the course.


Construction on Augusta National began in February 1932 and took just seventy-six working days, thanks in part to Jones’s and MacKenzie’s minimalist approach. (There were only twenty-two bunkers in the original design.) Upon completion, MacKenzie, no stranger to hyperbole, declared Augusta National to be the “world’s wonder inland course.”


Jones and Roberts dreamed of a club as grand as the course. The business plan called for 1, 800 members, each paying an initiation of $350, with dues of $60 a year. A second eighteen, designated as the “Ladies Course,” was to be built once the membership rolls hit a thousand. This track was planned with the wives in mind. They were accorded playing privileges at the club for an extra $15 a year. Tennis courts, outdoor squash, a bridle path, and a couple dozen houses lining the course were also in the plans, as was a new clubhouse.


To fill out the membership, Roberts enlisted Wall Street moneymen, and Jones cherry-picked from the glamorous social and business circles that he moved in. Yet when Augusta National opened in January 1933, during the nadir of the Great Depression, Jones and Roberts were more than 1, 700 members short of their goal.


Augusta National’s early money struggles may have been a blessing, because they helped define what the club would become. Frivolities like the squash courts were never built. The fairways were not lined with private houses, as had been planned. By necessity, Augusta National Golf Club became exactly that—a wonderful course, and little else. Hoping to generate interest in memberships, as well as a positive cash flow, Jones and Roberts dreamed up a professional tournament for the club to host, recognizing that they possessed a surefire means for attracting international interest—Bobby Jones, who would come out of retirement to tee it up for the first time since the 1930 U.S. Amateur. The first Augusta National Invitational Tournament was held in 1934. Had the club succeeded in landing a U.S. Open, as it tried to do, the United States Golf Association would have come in and run the show by its rules. But Augusta National’s decision to throw its own invitational assured autonomy. Five years after its debut, the tournament was renamed the Masters, a more regal title that hinted at the grandeur that was to come.


AUGUSTA NATIONAL was prime grazing land for cattle and turkeys while it was closed for the duration during World War II. By 1945, it was time to get back to business, and that year one of the club’s more significant developments quietly occurred, when Eddie Barber, a magnate of the eponymous steamship line, gave Roberts $25,000 to build a cabin for lodging members. The accommodations would be open to all green jackets, with the caveat that Barber would have first dibs when he was at the club. The idea sparked a building craze adjacent to the 10th tee, and in the ensuing years, members would finance eight more cabins, giving the club a total of ninety-four beds on-site. The club, already a couple of degrees removed from the town, became even more insular with its own accommodations. It was like a casino—once on the property, there was never any reason to leave.


In 1948, a special guest was given the keys to the Bobby Jones cabin—Dwight D. Eisenhower, who brought along his bride, Mamie. The general was friendly with one of Augusta National’s most influential members, Bill Robinson, the publisher of the New York Herald Tribune. Eisenhower had mentioned that he and Mamie were looking to take their first vacation in a decade, and Robinson, with Roberts’s blessing, suggested Augusta National.


The Eisenhowers fell hard for the place, staying eleven days. At the end of his stay Ike borrowed a green jacket and posed for a picture, which he inscribed to the chairman: “For Clifford Roberts—who did so much to make our visit to Augusta National the most delightful vacation of our lives.” Soon enough Eisenhower had a green jacket of his own.


Ike had arrived at an important time in Roberts’s life, as the chairman was being forced to confront Jones’s physical decline. In 1948, Jones was diagnosed with syringomyelia, a rare disease in which fluid-filled cavities form inside the spinal cord, destroying it over a period of years. It was, and remains, all but incurable, with progressive symptoms that are crippling and ultimately fatal. Jones would gradually waste away in the public eye.


As Jones’s health faded, Roberts immersed himself in Eisenhower’s affairs. Ike would eventually execute a power of attorney that gave Roberts discretion over all of his investments, as well as make him an executor of his will. In Jones and Eisenhower, Roberts had befriended two of the most admired men in the world. His was the truest kind of friendship, in that he wanted nothing in return. Basking in their refracted glory was more than enough. When Eisenhower decided to run for president in 1952—with plenty of encouragement from his high—powered friends from the National—Roberts dedicated himself to amassing a war chest for the campaign. Naturally, he tapped the endless reserves of the Augusta National membership, especially W. Alton (Pete) Jones, the chairman of Cities Service Co. As Roberts recalled in a Columbia University oral history about Eisenhower, “I used to go over to Pete’s office or he’d come over to my office, and he’d give me $25,000 at a time in currency. Then I’d have to figure out how I could get it into the treasury of one of the various committees that were working for General Eisenhower’s election. I had a lawyer check into it, and it was very evident that through this operation Pete and I were skirting around the fringes of the law—and still, despite the laws that were on the books about campaign funds … nobody ever went to jail for violating them, so neither Pete nor I worried too much.” Roberts’s solution for laundering the money was to give it to other supporters in chunks of a couple thousand dollars and have them contribute it under their own names. He calculated that in this manner, Pete Jones contributed a quarter of a million dollars.


The influence of the green jackets on Eisenhower took place primarily behind closed doors, but the intimate connection would become clear enough. The day after Ike was elected the thirty-fourth president of the United States, handily defeating Adlai Stevenson, he flew to Augusta National on a plane chartered by Roberts. It was estimated that 250,000 people lined the roads along the twenty-mile drive from the Augusta airport to the club, hoping to catch a glimpse of Eisenhower. Almost overnight, Augusta National was on the lips of the electorate from coast to coast.


Eisenhower’s frequent trips to the club while in office only made the place more aggressively private, yet, at the same time, his publicized golf outings turned him into the game’s most important popularizing figure since Jones in the 1920s. (During his reelection campaign, a sardonic bumper sticker became popular: BEN HOGAN FOR PRESIDENT. IF WE’RE GOING TO HAVE A GOLFER, LET’S HAVE A GOOD ONE.) The president became such a part of the Augusta National firmament that a tree along the 17th fairway was nicknamed in his honor, because he frequently clipped it with his errant drives. When the club built a par-3 course in 1958, the best fishing spot was named Ike’s Pond. Roberts, meanwhile, was such a frequent visitor to the White House that Eisenhower reserved the Red Room for the chairman’s exclusive use, and kept a toothbrush and pair of pajamas for him in the closet.


In his memoir Mandate for Change, Eisenhower wrote of his fellow green jackets, “These were men of discretion, men who, already successful, made no attempt to profit by our association. It is almost impossible for me to describe how valuable their friendship was to me. Any person enjoys his or her friends; a President needs them, perhaps more intensely at times than anything else.”


WHILE IKE WAS SPRINKLING stardust on Augusta National, the Masters was simultaneously emerging as golf’s most exciting tournament, thanks to the game’s luminaries. Beginning in 1949, the tournament enjoyed a breathtaking run of Hall of Fame winners: Sam Snead, Jimmy Demaret, Hogan, Snead, Hogan, Snead (in a playoff over Hogan). In 1956 this most photogenic of courses was finally introduced to the public in the first Masters telecast, and within three years the tournament had the biggest purse in professional golf ($75,400).


It was bitter irony that the Masters and Augusta National were flourishing as Jones’s physical condition continued to deteriorate. (He would die in 1971.) With his cofounder increasingly enfeebled, Clifford Roberts grew into an all-powerful force in the life of the tournament and the club. He ruled unilaterally, but there was little squawking among the membership, given the effectiveness of Roberts’s leadership. The preeminent golf writer Herbert Warren Wind once called Roberts “a relentless perfectionist with one of the best minds for management and significant detail since Salmon P. Chase”—Abraham Lincoln’s secretary of the treasury and the sixth U.S. chief justice.


Roberts’s specific vision for Augusta National, and his relentless pursuit of perfection, led to endless improvements for the Masters. (It was his idea that the members should wear green jackets during the tournament, so as to be easily identifiable should fans have any questions.) In 1960, the Masters pioneered a new scoring system, in which a player’s progress was measured in relation to par rather than with cumulative strokes, which made it far easier to follow the action. It was also at the Masters that tee-to-green gallery ropes and pairings sheets for spectators were first introduced.


Roberts set the standard for how to efficiently run a tournament on the ground, but shaping the presentation of tournament golf on the airwaves was one of his most profound influences. The first Masters telecast in 1956 was a success largely because of Roberts’s broad vision. CBS had planned to concentrate only on the 18th hole, but as an inducement to increase the coverage Roberts cut the rights fee that the network paid the club from $10,000 to $5,000, with the caveat that the savings go toward installing a second transmission station near the 15th hole.


With Augusta National’s coffers swollen from the sellout Masters crowds, Roberts wanted from CBS not money but perfection, a far scarcer currency. Following every Masters, Roberts would send the network suits a dreaded, detailed critique of the coverage, and helpfully explain how they would do better the next time around. Though Jones’s body was giving out, he still had a voice, and he helped ensure the purity of the Masters telecasts. Having played golf for free throughout his career, Jones abhorred any hint of commerce in the presentation of the Masters. Commercials were limited to four minutes per hour, when three or four times that many was common. CBS announcers were contractually forbidden to discuss prize money or estimates of crowd size, and God forbid they try to shill for other network programming.


The club was able to get its way because Augusta National and CBS operated on one-year contracts. This arrangement minimized CBS’s financial exposure in the first, tenuous years televising the Masters, but as the tournament took off, Augusta National gained tremendous leverage. If CBS did not prostrate itself to the chairman’s demands, Roberts could simply jump to one of the other networks.


The unmatched quality of the telecasts was proof that the scare tactics worked. But for CBS, being beholden to Augusta National would lead to considerable complications during an eventful Masters week in 2003.


REFLECTING ON THE SUCCESS of the Masters, Roberts once said, “I never thought it would be possible in a little tank town such as Augusta.” Tank town is an old-fashioned phrase for the nondescript settlements that were found along railroad lines, dotted with tanks to dispense water for railroad engines. It was not a flattering term. Roberts was also known to refer to the Masters’ host city as “the village.”


The condescending air came straight from Park Avenue, and Roberts was surely not alone in his views. The vast majority of Augusta National’s original seventy or so members were New Yorkers, and as the club grew to two hundred members, and then three hundred, no more than 10 percent hailed from Augusta. The rest were the royalty of the corporate, political, or golf worlds, and they were drawn from more cosmopolitan places. Though few locals have been welcomed as members, the overwhelming majority of Augustans love the Masters and are thrilled to be a part of it, however peripherally. The club is held in such high esteem it has picked up an article—around town it is always referred to as the Augusta National, just as one talks about the Vatican, or the White House. The Masters is beloved because it generates dollars for the city, along with prestige. This was obvious as early as 1939, when the Augusta Chronicle carried the headline “Businessman Stresses Value of Golf Event.” It is easy to understand the excitement—Augusta was a town in need of good news.


In the late-nineteenth century, Augusta boasted the second-largest inland cotton exchange in the country, and it was a thriving resort area for snowbirds escaping northern winters. The cotton industry unraveled sometime shortly after World War I, about the time the tourists collectively decided to stay on the train a little while longer in favor of Florida, a sunnier, cheaper alternative. These days Augusta gets by on a healthy medical industry, an expanding service sector, and light manufacturing—the two largest employers in that sector are golf cart makers E-Z-Go and Club Car. The Masters is as important as ever to the financial health of the city; in recent years it has been estimated that tournament week brings more than $100 million to Augusta, what locals call a thirteenth month of income, or Christmas in April. Hotels quadruple their rates, and the price of steak doubles overnight. Schools close down for Masters week, allowing students to become part of the workforce or families to pack up and leave town. The scarcity of hotel rooms has led to the local tradition of families renting their homes to visiting fans or (more commonly) corporations, for up to $15,000 for the week, depending on the location and number of bathrooms. The income is tax-free, thanks to a loophole in the tax code pushed through in part by Georgia politicians.


The dark side to the Masters’ success is that Augusta’s black population has felt largely disenfranchised from the spoils. No one rents a house during Masters week in the Terri—local shorthand for the Negro Territory, a dated designation for the 130-block neighborhood in the south part of town. A Terri philosopher named Sonny Hill says of Augusta National and the Masters, “They take that whole entire thing out there and pave it over with cement, ain’t twenty-nine people in this town gonna miss church come Sunday. The people of Augusta built this thing up from nothing, and I’ll tell you quite honestly, folks out there at the National don’t give diddly back.”


Barbara Gordon, the editor and publisher of The Metro Courier, an Augusta weekly centered on the black community, adds, “People all over the country watch the Masters, but black folks here pay little or no attention to it. They have other problems. There’s another world here beyond those manicured greens and the azaleas—and it isn’t nearly as pretty. This place is one of the most racist little cities I’ve ever seen in my life, and I mean that sincerely.”


Augusta has never been shy about its Confederate heritage. There is a white marble monument on Greene Street adorned with statues of four Civil War generals—Lee, Jackson, Cobb, and Augusta’s William Talbot Walker—and a famous inscription: “No Nation Rose So White and Fair/None Fell So Pure of Crime.”


Augusta National was built in the shadow of this monument, and the attitudes of its pioneering members reflected the time and place in which they were raised. When Roberts was ten, his father wrote to his mother saying he had traded the contents of the family store for a 160-acre farm, forty-five acres of cotton “& a family of Negroes.” Among the green jackets was Lester Maddox, an avowed segregationist who was elected governor of Georgia, and Freeman Gosden, the voice of Amos in the wildly popular radio show Amos ’n’ Andy. At his peak, Gosden made $100,000 a year performing six times a week, in the voice of an uneducated black man from the country. (He wore blackface for the 1930 big-screen minstrel Check and Double Check.) At the 1951 Masters, Gosden was invited into the tower behind the 18th hole to commentate for CBS Radio, to perform as both Amos and Andy:


“Say, dat’s a pretty good shot dere, Amos, by Mister Mangrum.”


“Sho is, Kingfish.”


“And we’d like all our friends out dere to come see dis here Masters.”


“We sho do.”


The civil rights movement of the fifties would slowly begin to affect prevailing attitudes on race. In 1957, in the wake of the landmark Supreme Court decision Brown v. Board of Education, striking down segregated schools, President Eisenhower sent the 101st Airborne to Little Rock, Arkansas, to assist nine black students in enrolling at Central High School. This sparked outrage throughout the South—even the Augusta Chronicle printed a scolding editorial—and inspired Clifford Roberts to tighten up Augusta National’s membership policies. “The chairman suddenly realized the potential public relations disaster for Eisenhower if a black man applied for membership to the National and was turned down,” Curt Sampson writes in The Masters. Sampson quotes Roberts from the Columbia oral history, “We had to get busy in a hurry and change our procedure around entirely, so that no one was ever turned down.” This contradicted earlier statements that the invitation-only policy was enacted to spare the feelings of the many Bobby Jones fans who might have applied and been rejected. In the oral history Roberts bragged of how he stonewalled questions about the makeup of Augusta National’s membership, recalling the story of having once been asked by a reporter if the club had any Jewish members.


“I can’t answer that question, because that is not one of the questions that an invitee is expected to tell us about,” Roberts said.


Interviewer: “So you were completely in the clear, in terms of membership requirements?”


Roberts: “We were completely in the clear to our own satisfaction, put it that way.”


Augusta National remained all-white into the 1990s, like many golf and country clubs across America. Though African Americans were not welcome as members, they were integral to the life of the National. Residents of the Terri worked as caddies, busboys, cooks, waiters, shoe-shiners, and a host of other jobs, and intimate relationships developed between the help and many of the members. Roberts took on club steward Bowman Milligan as his manservant, and the “large, strong, and fine-looking black man” (Cliff’s words) would awaken the chairman every morning, tuck him in at night, and attend to him in the hours in between. Roberts left Milligan $5,000 in his will and devoted four paragraphs to him in his club history, The Story of Augusta National Golf Club, measures of his esteem.


However, it was another passage in Roberts’s book that crystallized the popular perception of race relations at Augusta National. The subject of the anecdote was Claude Tillman, one of club’s earliest employees. Before arriving at the National in 1934, Tillman had been employed by Thomas Barrett Jr., the mayor of Augusta and one of the club’s earliest members. As Roberts wrote, “Tom Barrett’s war injuries were credited with bringing on a fatal illness, and during that time he told me that he wanted me to have Claude. He apparently made a stipulation to that effect, because Tom’s widow, Louise, placed a Christmas wreath around Claude’s neck, tied a card to it bearing my name, and sent Claude to me … I passed along my gift to the club by placing Claude in charge of the kitchen.”


This image of human chattel was appalling—all the more so because The Story of Augusta National Golf Club was published in 1977, and Roberts still felt no compunction about telling the story so long after the civil rights movement had changed the world outside Magnolia Lane.


That Augusta National’s membership was all white, and the club employees who served them all black, was striking to many of the visitors to the club. More disconcerting was that the Masters also remained segregated between the ropes. Until 1983, Masters competitors were forced to use the club’s all-black caddie corps, not their own traveling professional bag toters. In his autobiography, Just Let Me Play, Charlie Sifford, one of the first successful black touring pros, quotes Roberts as saying, “As long as I live, there will be nothing at the Masters besides black caddies and white players.” Those close to Roberts have disputed the accuracy of the quote, but no matter. Given the circumstantial evidence, Roberts’s critics were all too happy to believe that he had said it.


In an era of tumultuous social change, Augusta National and its prized tournament came under renewed scrutiny. In April 1969, Jim Murray, the Los Angeles Times columnist who would later win a Pulitzer Prize, wrote a scathing critique of the Masters under the headline “As White as the Ku Klux Klan.” Murray was outraged that more than two decades after Jackie Robinson’s debut with the Dodgers, the Masters’ color barrier had not been broken, and he implored the green jackets to make a special exception and invite Sifford. Alas, it wasn’t quite that simple. Though the tournament was still billed as an invitational, the field was largely filled through automatic qualifying criteria, none of which Sifford met. The only subjective invitations doled out by the club were limited to international players, because Bobby Jones had always wanted the Masters to be a world stage. No American pros, including African Americans, were given special consideration from the Masters. (In those days, past champions were also allowed to vote in one player, but neither Sifford nor any other black players got the nod.)


Sifford remains bitter that he never got to play in the Masters; he told Sampson, “I didn’t want any help. All I wanted was a chance to play. Them motherfuckers kept me out.” But Jones had long been openly rooting for him. In 1968, the president of Augusta National sent Sifford a letter assuring him that he would be welcome if he qualified, adding, “I for one would be particularly happy to see you realize this ambition.”


The Masters’ lily-white tradition received even more attention in 1973, when, just weeks before the tournament, eighteen members of the House of Representatives sent a telegram to Roberts: “We are writing to express our very deep concern over the fact that a black touring professional will not be competing in the Masters this year and that after 37 years the color barrier will still not be broken.” The congressmen beseeched the club to take “affirmative action” and invite Lee Elder, at the time thirty-first on the PGA Tour money list.


Roberts professed to being “a little surprised as well as being flattered that eighteen congressmen would be able to take time out from trying to solve the nation’s problems to help us operate a golf tournament.” In his written response, he noted his respect for Elder and pointed out that Elder would have earned an automatic invitation to the Masters had he prevailed in a playoff against Lee Trevino at the previous year’s Greater Hartford Open. (A PGA Tour victory came with a ticket to Augusta beginning in 1972, five years after Sifford won the GHO.) However, the chairman was unwilling to play favorites, even for the legislative branch. “If we were to make an exception in favor of Mr. Elder or any other golfer who had failed to qualify,” Roberts wrote, “we might quite properly be condemned by all of the other golfers including the growing number of black players who are making a career of tournament golf.”


Elder finally put the matter to rest in April 1974, sinking an eighteen-foot birdie putt on the 4th playoff hole to trump Peter Oosterhuis and win the Monsanto Open. He was going to Augusta. Said Roberts, “The only quarrel I have with Lee is we’re sorry he didn’t do it sooner.” Elder would qualify for five of the next six Masters, but the integration of the tournament was not the end of Augusta National’s problems with race.


IN GOLF’S LONG HISTORY of exclusion, there is plenty of shame to go around. In 1943, the PGA of America added an article to its constitution, stating that only “professional golfers of the Caucasian Race … shall be eligible for membership.” The bylaw was vigilantly enforced until 1961 , when the PGA of America’s marquee event, the PGA Championship, was slated to be played at Brentwood Country Club (which was, ironically, an almost entirely Jewish club that had been founded because of prevailing discrimination). When Stanley Mosk, California’s attorney general, started making noises about refusing to allow the tournament to go forward because the so-called Caucasian Only clause violated the state constitution, the PGA Championship was abruptly moved to the City of Brotherly Love, Philadelphia. That bit of misdirection did not quell the controversy, and the Caucasian Only clause was soon excised. But even though golf’s racism was no longer spelled out in black and white, the sentiment lingered for decades to come.


In June 1990, Augusta National member Hall Thompson was interviewed by his hometown Birmingham Post-Herald, but not about the Masters. Thompson had founded Shoal Creek Golf Club, and the superb Jack Nicklaus design was about to host the PGA Championship, which, like the Masters, is now considered one of golf’s four major championships. In discussing Shoal Creek’s membership practices, Thompson said, “We have the right to associate or not to associate with whomever we choose. The country club is our home and we pick and choose who we want. I think we’ve said we don’t discriminate in every other area except the blacks.” He added that inviting African Americans to join a country club is “just not done in Birmingham.” He wasn’t kidding. It would come out that at the city’s seven major country clubs, the roughly 6,000 members included only two blacks.


Almost overnight “Shoal Creek” became shorthand for discrimination in golf. Thompson’s remarks had not even made the front page of the Post-Herald, but they sparked a firestorm that engulfed the PGA Championship. Civil rights groups threatened to picket the tournament, and corporate sponsors—including IBM, Honda, Toyota, and Lincoln Mercury—pulled more than $2 million in advertising from the ESPN and ABC telecasts. Toyota went so far as to recommend that its endorsers, including Lee Trevino, not wear the company logo during the tournament. The story spilled off the sports page and onto A1 , and into prime time. Golf’s dirty little secret could no longer be ignored, and the damage control proceeded at warp speed.


Nine days before the tournament was to begin, a deal was brokered between Shoal Creek and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference—the same organization that had organized sit-ins at Birmingham’s segregated lunch counters—in which the club agreed to accept its first black member. Louis J. Willie, the president of a local insurance company, didn’t even have to pay the $35,000 initiation fee. The PGA of America quickly adopted language preventing future PGA Championships from being played at clubs with discriminatory membership practices. This was significant given that the next two editions of the tournament were slated for all-white clubs: Crooked Stick in Carmel, Indiana, followed by Bellerive in St. Louis. Those clubs’ mad scramble to find qualified minority members was repeated throughout the country. (African Americans of a certain station have an in-joke about being members of “the class of 1990,” because that was when so many were invited to join prestigious country clubs.) The United States Golf Association, which conducts the U.S. Open, adopted antidiscrimination language similar to the PGA’s, which led to the almost immediate desegregation of future Open sites Hazeltine, in Chaska, Minnesota (1991); Baltusrol, in Springfield, New Jersey (1993); Oakmont (Pennsylvania) in 1994; and Shinnecock Hills in Southampton, New York (1995).


It was remarkable how one unguarded comment from a Birmingham tractor salesman could so profoundly change the face of the country’s most private clubs. When the PGA Tour—which conducts the weekly events for touring pros and is unaffiliated with the PGA of America, an organization of club pros—took a hard look at its schedule, its brass was aghast to discover that seventeen of its host clubs were all-white. In the wake of Shoal Creek, the Tour adopted a stringent antidiscrimination policy that stated, “Host Facility represents and warrants that the membership practices and policies do not discriminate on the basis of race, sex, religion, or national origin.” (Gays and the handicapped would have to fend for themselves.) Further, the Tour said that “in the event a golf club indicates that its membership practices and policies are nondiscriminatory but there is information that raises a question as to such practices and policies (e.g., all-white membership), the staff is authorized to require on a case-by-case basis that as a condition of hosting an event, the applicable golf club take appropriate action to encourage minority membership.”


The forceful action of the golf establishment was widely hailed as an important step in eradicating institutionalized racism. “This is a watershed in the social dynamics of America,” said Arthur Ashe, the tennis legend and social crusader.


However, not every club was willing to play ball by reforming exlusionary membership policies. Rather than tweak its membership, Butler National, an all-male enclave in Chicago, gave up the Western Open after having hosted the event for seventeen straight years. It was a much bigger deal that the Cypress Point Club renounced its spot in the Pebble Beach National Pro-Am. Cypress had been part of the three-course rotation ever since 1947, when the tournament was known as the Bing Crosby Clambake. Cypress’s elite membership of 250 contained a handful of women but no minorities. The club’s defiance was stunning, but perhaps unsurprising given its fierce exclusivity. Cypress, Pine Valley, and Seminole are three of the four sacred corners of the shawl that wraps private-club golf in the United States. The fourth is Augusta National, which had been put in an awkward position by Shoal Creek.


The PGA of America, the USGA, and the Tour have to balance the interests of diverse staffs as well as corporate partners and charitable interests. Augusta National is beholden to no one, and could play by its own rules. One thing was immediately clear—no carefully worded anti-discrimination statement would be forthcoming. But would the club bow to pressure and take its first black member? Augusta National certainly didn’t have to alter its membership to continue putting on the Masters. But a complicating factor was that it is recognized as an official event on the PGA Tour. It was never threatened, but the Tour could have withheld recognition of the Masters, which would have devalued the tournament.


What would Cliff do? The parlor game raged in Augusta, and elsewhere. The fiery former chairman had been dead for thirteen years, his ashes scattered at a secret spot on the golf course, yet his specter still hovered over the club. Hord Hardin, the club’s third chairman, was running the show when Shoal Creek erupted. Hardin was a St. Louis native with no-nonsense Midwestern sensibilities. He had been president of the USGA in 1968-69, so he had a background in building consensus, not running his own fiefdom. And yet he was acutely aware of maintaining Roberts’s legacy. (Hardin’s successor, Jack Stephens, would say, “Cliff is our bible.”)


Hardin died in 1996, but a member of his immediate family agreed to be interviewed for this book on the condition that he remain anonymous. “There was some talk of canceling the Masters,” he says. “Based on our conversations, I can tell you that he would have canceled the tournament before he would have jeopardized the club. He felt strongly that Augusta National stood for more than just the Masters.”


Yet, according to Hardin’s relative, the idea of a black man in a green jacket was not as radical as many assumed. “They had already approached a couple. One guy turned them down—somebody you would know and the country would recognize. I remember distinctly [Chairman Hardin] saying to me, ‘I got a major problem here—we were already working on it, and now Shoal Creek has blown us out of the water.’”


In the end, Hardin decided not to put up a fight, and fifteen years after Lee Elder’s Masters debut, Augusta National had its first black member, Ron Townsend, who at the time was the head of the Gannett Media Group’s television division. As Hardin said in a statement, “We concluded at least a year ago that there were more black people playing golf, more black people climbing the business ladder, more climbing the scientific and educational ladders, and we realized that there were people in that group who would enjoy being with the people we have as members. I don’t want to create the impression that all of our members are enthusiastic about this. Shoal Creek perhaps expedited something that we would have liked to do in our own way. The ideal way, to my mind, would have been that we would bring in a black with no announcement, just as we bring in all of our members. And then, two or three years down the road, someone would come up to me and say, ‘You mean you got a black member and he’s been in two years and you never told anyone?’”


That would clearly have been preferable. The club’s commitment to diversity was viewed largely with skepticism, because it had come at the point of a bayonet. The key line in Hardin’s statement was I don’t want to create the impression that all of our members are enthusiastic about this. Augusta National was not used to being told what to do. In the wake of Shoal Creek, future challenges to the club’s membership would meet with greater resistance.


RACIAL DISCRIMINATION wasn’t golf’s only bugaboo at the dawn of the nineties. The propriety of all-male golf clubs was also becoming an issue, thanks in large part to two high-profile politicians. In the spring of 1990, Sam Nunn, the influential senator from Georgia, created a stir when he resigned from the Beltway power spot Burning Tree Golf Club, citing “personal reasons.” Those reading the tea leaves in Washington, D.C., interpreted the move as a preemptive strike to thwart criticism should Nunn make a run for the presidency in 1992. Nunn grew so tired of the speculation that at one point he snapped, “Maybe I should rejoin Burning Tree—then maybe somebody would believe me [that I’m not running].”


Burning Tree, founded in 1924, has long catered to the Washington elite, extending honorary memberships to presidents and vice presidents and the occasional congressional bigwig. Dan Quayle was a regular at the club during his days as vice president, but post—Shoal Creek, his presence led to increased sniping in the press. In December 1990, Quayle was defiant when questioned about the club. “I’ve played there before and I’ll play there again,” he told the AP. Headline writers across the country denounced the vice president’s insensitivity: “Quayle’s Position on Discrimination Insults Women” (St. Petersburg Times); “Keeping Women Subpar” (The Boston Globe); “Fair Play on the Fairway” (St. Louis Post-Dispatch).


Part of what makes Burning Tree such an inviting target is its aggressive antiestrogen stance. Not only are women not allowed to be members, they aren’t allowed to set foot on the grounds, except for a designated day in December when they can visit the pro shop to Christmas-shop for their husbands. This rigid separation of the sexes is not uncommon at the two dozen all-male clubs in the United States. When Jack Nicklaus played Pine Valley on his honeymoon, his dutiful bride, Barbara, was famously forced to wait in the car. Then again, at least Pine Valley maintains a certain decorum, with jackets required for dinner. Burning Tree is a place where the boys let it all hang out. Stories are legion of our nation’s leaders playing a round of golf in nothing but boxer shorts and spikes (and lots of sunblock). Of course, at Preston Trail, in Dallas, that’s considered overdressed. The club has enacted the Mickey Mantle Rule, in honor of the baseball legend who was a member: You have to wear something in the grillroom.


Considering the endless farting and scratching of its all-male brethren, Augusta National is positively enlightened. There are no restrictions on when female guests can play the course, and they are welcome in the clubhouse and dining room. But absent a Hall Thompson to spark a far-reaching controversy, the idea of a woman member was simply not taken seriously for most of the club’s history. As Chairman Hord Hardin told Golf Digest in 1990, “We love women, but we don’t want any fussin’ with them.”


THE ADDITION of one black member at Augusta National had potent symbolism, but it did not entirely expunge the legacy of the fifty-seven years of segregation that preceded it, as the club would learn in a graphically public way. In October 1992, Billy Payne, the president and CEO of the Atlanta Committee for the Olympic Games, held a press conference behind the 10th tee at Augusta National, announcing his intention to bring golf back to the Olympics in 1996 after a ninety-two-year absence. “It’s been a well-known fact that the Atlanta Committee for the Olympic Games has always said we want to make a permanent contribution to sports,” Payne said. “Historically, we’ve always believed that with the tradition of golf in our area, with the great Bobby Jones coming from Atlanta, that golf would be a logical sport to champion.” Augusta National was the dream venue, and, in a bit of an upset, the club threw open its arms, offering to host the Games, which would include both men’s and women’s competitions.


Chairman Jack Stephens joined Payne at the press conference, and he was inevitably asked how a club with no female members and only one minority could presume to represent the Olympic ideal. “We’re trying to send a message that we’re for both men and women’s golf,” Stephens said. “We have no prohibition for any member or any type of member, and that’s always been the policy of the club.”


Stephens and Augusta National picked up an important endorsement from Ladies Professional Golf Association commissioner Charlie Mechem: “Our feeling is that the way to advance the cause for equality is precisely to go to places where women haven’t been allowed to go before.”


Others took a dimmer view of the club’s involvement. Within a month of Payne’s press conference, the Atlanta City Council had passed an “Anti-Augusta National” resolution. Council member Jabari Simama said, “There are certain institutions and places in this state that are symbols of the Old South and a period many of us have worked our entire lives to eradicate. To award this particular golf course with an Olympic venue would send out the wrong message to many blacks and minorities who have suffered and still suffer at the hands of institutionalized racism.”


Things got even nastier when Rev. Timothy McDonald, the executive director of Concerned Black Clergy, threatened pickets at an upcoming International Olympic Committee meeting. Of the battle over Augusta National, he warned, “This is going to get worse before it gets any better.”


In fact, within a couple of months the notion of an Augusta National Olympics was dead. (Payne’s consolation was a subsequent invitation to join the club.) It was an embarrassing episode for Augusta National, and the soft-spoken Stephens’s pique was evident.


“It’s puzzling to me,” he said. “It was my understanding from the beginning … that the IOC had accepted Augusta National’s composition of membership, that everyone knew what we are. We’ve offered them the venue. The rest is up to them.”


For the second time in three years, this most private of clubs had endured a brutally public examination of its membership practices. The Olympics debacle made it clear that Augusta National’s traditions, and its insular customs, were ill-suited to the complexities of the outside world. On membership matters, the days of appeasement were now over. The people of Augusta were similarly embittered. In the delirium that accompanied the prospects of Olympic golf in Augusta, city officials estimated that the two-week event would have an economic impact of $165 million. Kissing that windfall good-bye was a wake-up to the Augusta citizenry that any attack on the National would be felt in its pocketbook. The next time a muckraker came to town threatening the green jackets he, or she, could expect a hostile reception.


AT AUGUSTA NATIONAL, the nineties were bracketed by Shoal Creek and the elevation of Hootie Johnson, who in 1998 became the club’s fifth chairman. He seemed the perfect choice to lead the club into the twenty-first century. Tiger Woods’s epic victory at the 1997 Masters had made diversity the hot topic in golf, and Johnson’s credentials on the subject were impeccable. In the initial burst of publicity about the new chairman, seemingly every story touched on his admirable past in South Carolina, in which Johnson had been a high-profile advocate of inclusion. He was also well attuned to matters of symbolism and public perception; in the divisive battle over flying the Confederate flag in front of the capital building in his hometown of Columbia, Johnson was an outspoken critic of the flag-wavers.


“He’s by far the most liberal person I’ve ever heard of being a member,” said Robbie Williams, the coauthor of Gentlemen Only, a book about her decades as the wife of a (now deceased) Augusta National member. “I’d put him in the top five among members who would not qualify as sexist or chauvinistic.”





THREE
Hootie & Martha



WILLIAM WOODWARD JOHNSON and Augusta National were born in the same town and the same year, 1931. Four years later, around the time little W. W. had been dubbed “Hootie” by a playmate at William Robinson Grammar School, he attended the second Masters with his mother, who, he says, thought it would be a “novelty” to check out Bobby Jones’s little invitational. The Johnsons were well integrated into Augusta’s golf culture. Hootie’s dad, Dewey, was a crack three handicap, and he taught Hootie and his brother, Wellsman (“Bubba”), the game at Augusta Country Club, the family-friendly outpost that abuts its more famous neighbor.


When Hootie was eleven his father—who began his banking career out of high school as a lowly runner—headed a group of investors who purchased the Bank of Greenwood, and the family moved to the eponymous mill town in western South Carolina. It was in this rural hamlet that Hootie’s life took on all the flourishes of the Norman Rockwell oeuvre. At Greenwood High School he grew into a devilishly handsome football star, and the son of the bank president soon began going steady with one of the most popular girls in school, Pierrine Baker, the raven-haired daughter of a local surgeon and the granddaughter of one of Greenwood’s most progressive mayors. “These people were like royalty,” says local historian Ann Herd Bowen, who sat in front of Johnson in Miss Sunbeam Andrews’s algebra class. “Hootie was Greenwood’s golden boy.” His exploits were chronicled in the high school’s student newspaper, HI-TYPE, as obsessively as Paris Hilton items adorn Page Six. In the October 29, 1948, edition, a starry-eyed young woman wrote a poem about Johnson that began, “There is a boy in our twelfth grade English class / Who is the secret hero of each lass / One look at him and you will know why / Because you see he’s just cute as pie!” Other notices in HI-TYPE mentioned his “sharp yellow shirt” as well as a new haircut.


Johnson also induced heavy breathing in the football writers at the Greenwood Index-Journal, who described him as the “blond wheelhorse of the Emerald backfield.” The star tailback led Greenwood High to state championships in 1947 and ’48, and during his career he scored forty-three touchdowns, including two runs of ninety yards or more. The mythmakers at the Index-Journal nearly ran out of superlatives for Johnson in a 1948 dispatch: “The crazy-legged youngster ripped and tore through and around Saluda for long gains, scored one TD by snaring a Saluda pass and reeling off a brilliant 35-yard run, and set up three other scores by eating up huge gobs of yardage for the Emeralds.”


Johnson was as ornery as he was elusive—during the 1946 season he was kicked out of two games for fighting. Johnson’s leather-helmeted toughness came courtesy of Greenwood High’s legendary coach, J. W. “Pinky” Babb, who over thirty-nine years would ring up a 336-81-25 record. Babb was a taskmaster obsessed with the old-fashioned fundamentals of his idol Vince Lombardi, and he forged his teams every August in a two-week boot camp in the hills outside Clayton, Georgia. The boys stayed in spartan cabins illuminated only by candlelight and had to endure endless drills in the searing heat. One of Johnson’s contemporaries, fullback Sonny Horton, once said, “Coach Babb would practice us to death, and the only water break we got was when it rained.”


This brand of macho discipline brought out the best in Hootie. Two decades after graduating from Greenwood High he told South Carolina’s The State newspaper, “Coach Babb just makes a boy want to play. He’s probably the greatest competitor I’ve ever known and also the poorest loser. I don’t mean that he’s a poor sport—Coach Babb is a gentleman in the best sense of the word, but he doesn’t like to lose. I cherish the days I spent with him. He had a greater influence on my life than any other person other than my mother and father.” Johnson was a pallbearer at Babb’s funeral and to this day maintains a correspondence with Pinky’s widow, Elizabeth.


The old-school lessons learned on the gridiron were complemented by Johnson’s parents, who drilled into their son the coda that with great privilege comes great responsibility. Dewey and his wife, Mabel, were community leaders with an activist bent; he raised the money to build the town’s YMCA, and she was a charter founder of the Greenwood Woman’s Club and was involved in a variety of charities. Old-timers around Greenwood fondly recall Mabel’s annual lunch on Valentine’s Day for the little old ladies at the church, widows who otherwise would have been alone. “My parents trained me in humanistic ways,” Hootie says. “To be thoughtful of other people’s feelings, and considerate of their ideas and their circumstances in life. I don’t want to sound like I’m putting any of my old friends down, because I played football with them, but I mean, it was a textile town, and there were a few doctors and lawyers and bankers and most everybody else worked in the mill. That’s just how it was, and my father let us know that we were very fortunate to have what we had.” After school, when he wasn’t at football practice, Hootie dutifully worked at the bank, depositing checks and performing other clerical duties.


Dinner conversation in the Johnson household often veered into politics. Dewey was a color-blind Democrat, an unrepentant Roosevelt booster who was fond of saying that the New Deal had saved the South. Dewey’s convictions were never clearer than during the 1948 presidential election, in which South Carolina’s governor, Strom Thurmond, ran a segregationist campaign as a third-party Dixiecrat. Thurmond easily carried South Carolina, but Dewey cast his vote for Truman.


Hootie took his small-town worldview to the big time, accepting a football scholarship to the University of South Carolina after a pitched recruiting battle. He didn’t exactly fit in with his teammates, and not only because he married Pierrine while still an undergrad. “Hootie was the wealthiest kid on the football team,” says Tom Price, the sports editor of The Gamecock student newspaper in the early 1950s. “Most of those boys were World War II vets on the GI bill, as was I. Hootie had an apartment on the top floor of the Cornell Arms, a big apartment building across from campus. That was a bit unusual. And he drove a shiny new Kaiser. That was unusual, too.”


And yet Johnson earned acclaim as a team player willing to do the dirty work. Talented upperclassmen limited Johnson’s playing time until his junior year, and he lost his starting job late that season because of fumbling problems and an inability to catch balls out of the backfield, which some reports have attributed to his poor eyesight. Hootie, however, was not the quitting type. During spring ball he volunteered to move to fullback, and in his senior year, in 1952, he earned the Jacobs Blocking Trophy, given to the best collegiate blocker in the state. “Hootie just loved to run people over,” says his old USC quarterback, Johnny Gramling.


Following graduation, Johnson (and his bride) moved back to Greenwood to help his father grow the bank, but Dewey had a touch of Joseph Kennedy in him, and he was forever pushing Hootie to be politically active. In the fall of 1956, twenty-five-year-old Hootie ran for a seat in the South Carolina legislature. What inspired this sudden ambition for public office? “Nothing,” Johnson says. “I was drafted. There were two big mill operations that were headquartered in Greenwood. The head men from both came into my daddy’s office one day to say that they weren’t satisfied with the people who were running for office. I was only twenty-five, but they said, ‘We’d like Hootie to run. Everybody knows him, everybody likes him.’ So my daddy does like that”—here Johnson performs an exaggerated head nod—“I’m way down at the other end of the bank, I run up there, and he tells me I’m running for state office. I about fell over. So I went home and told my wife—this was a small town, so you would go home for lunch—and she has more sense than I do, so she says go back after lunch and tell your father you are happy to do it this time, but you’re only going to do one term, and then they’ll have to find someone else.”
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