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“This series of anecdotes … will probably help lift double-figure handicappers to greater heights on the course.”

MX Brisbane, September 2010

“Great stories worthy of retelling at the 19th hole.”

Sydney Morning Herald, 2011

“Eminently readable. It is a book that one can pick up and put down. However, when the time has come to put the book down, there is a strong urge to just read the next short chapter, and then the one after, and then … ”

Golf Victoria and RMGC, December 2010

“An affectionately collated collection of anecdotes from the game’s grand history … the real charm and effectiveness is in the sparse, elegant prose that recalls some of the great moments of the game and casts them in a refreshing new light.”

Inside Sport, August 2010

“A charming collection … golfers will love this and anyone who has played sport will appreciate the life lessons from the links.”

Alpha Magazine, October 2010
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To Richard Stanley Allen,

who always played the game in the right spirit.





Foreword

The game of golf is essentially a solitary sport. A golfer hits his own ball exclusively and counts his own score. Yet, at the same time, it is social intercourse where souls of like mind mingle, chasing after the same goal.

It has been so for 600 years in various forms, yet it comes to us now as a world leisure pursuit, enjoyed by some thirty million players, with more populations attracted to it each passing year. Why has it such a draw across so many countries and so many climates? The answer is kept in the essence of the game itself: it mirrors human behavior, and this remarkable book aims to prove it.

In the beginning, golf was played over “links” such as St. Andrews by—it was said—all and sundry. They even formed themselves into societies convened to pass rules of play and etiquette. Mary, Queen of Scots, was introduced to the game in St. Andrews in the mid-1500s. It was not a royal game until much later, but gradually affluence allowed the wealthy to pursue it. To this day, it seems the sport of the affluent.

In time it became an industry, because balls had to be manufactured and implements had to be created by hand. At the same time, tutors of the game emerged to help the unskilled and generally demonstrate the art of the game. Strangely, championships were not arranged until 1754, when the Society of St. Andrews Golfers chased a silver-plated club, donated by an elite group of individuals, bent on the purpose of boosting the standing of the game over the Links. The first winner was a merchant from the town, and for his troubles he was immediately elected captain of the club for the ensuing year, an act that is perpetuated to this very day, although club captains are no longer deemed the best players.

Championships have become largely events for professional players, who become idols of the sport. Their mechanical movements and their mental approaches are served up to an enquiring multitude, who search for the game’s secrets. It is this delving that is so fascinating. Thoughts on the playing of golf come in streams of psychotherapeutics for the mystified.

Yet the subject of “thoughts on golf” boils down to common sense, allowing for decision making of simple proportions and a twist of gumption. Alas, we golfers are still at the mercy of our own selves, strong of mind when the going is good, but pathetically weak when pressure exerts. Isn’t that life itself?

One famous medico, who thought he knew most of the inner secrets of players at large, prescribed the playing of golf as a sure cure for bolshevism. He may have been right. Golf was branded an antirevolutionary pastime in the communist countries until they fell apart.

Golf may have saved them.

Peter Thomson
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Introduction
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Golf is both deceptively simple and endlessly complex. It is humbling, gratifying, maddening, and unfair. This is why there is no better sporting metaphor for life.

Golf requires honesty and humility, persistence and patience, tenacity and self-belief. It teaches respect, modesty, and perspective. It celebrates courage and exposes greed. It demands that self-doubt and disappointment be faced.

Billy Casper, one of the world’s greatest putters, said golf “puts a man’s character to the anvil and his richest qualities—patience, poise, restraint—to the flame.”

Golf can be both capricious and cruel, so it promotes dignity and good grace. “Golfers are great losers,” said former professional David Feherty. “The world’s number one tennis player spends 90 percent of his time winning, while the world’s number one golfer spends 90 percent of his time losing.”

Golf requires constant decision-making. It necessitates the continual weighing up of risk and reward. It is unpredictable, so it teaches us—as Kipling implores—to meet with triumph and disaster. Crucially, the more we play golf, the more we realize that we should not take the game—or life—too seriously.

When played competitively, golf is a game that relentlessly examines the soul. Hale Irwin, winner of three U.S. Opens, said, “The longer you play, the more certain you are that a man’s performance is the outward manifestation of who, in his heart, he really thinks he is.”

The great Bobby Jones—the only person ever to have won the U.S. Open, U.S. Amateur, British Open, and British Amateur in the same year—had a similar take on it: “I had held a notion that I could make a pretty fair appraisal of the worth of an opponent simply by speaking to him on the first tee and taking a good measuring look into his eyes.”

Golf, probably the world’s most civilized game, breeds manners and honesty: count your strokes, penalize yourself, play the ball where it lies, accept bad luck, rake bunkers, repair pitch marks, fill in divots, keep quiet while others play, tend the flag.

Conceptually, golf is easy: hit a stationary ball into eighteen separate holes, each one 4.3 inches in diameter, with asymmetric implements over a route of more than 3.7 miles.

The complications are many. Trees, bunkers, and rough can impede progress. Wind makes balls do strange things in the air. On the green, there are humps and swales to deal with.

The golf swing, which uses sixty-four major muscles and 230 individual movements, causes its own problems. It can cause shanks, smothers, tops, slices, hooks, pulls, skies, and, occasionally, air shots. Golf, then, becomes a cerebral exercise: assess the dangers, quantify your skills, and minimize the damage, with the aim of taking the lowest number of strokes on each hole.

Golf doesn’t care how you get the ball in the hole. “It’s not called pretty, it’s called golf,” Claude Harmon, 1948 Masters winner, used to tell his students. A 70-year-old who hits the ball 197 yards off the tee can whip a 17-year-old who hits it 273 yards. And both of them know it.

Golf is a great leveler. The game does not care who you are, what you have, or whom you know. And it can be played forever. In 2007, Canadian Ed Ervasti, at age ninety-three, shot 72 at the Sunningdale Golf and Country Club in London, Ontario, breaking his age by 21 strokes.

Importantly, golf breeds empathy. No fans better understand the professionals in their chosen sport as much as golfers do. When a professional golfer fluffs a shot, spectators don’t laugh, they feel pain, because they have faced the same challenges and been found equally wanting. A delicate chip over a bunker from a tight lie is a tough shot, no matter who you are.

To see great golfers at work, and to witness how they approach the demands of their chosen craft, is to witness life’s challenges writ small.

“I’m not going to get it close, I’m going to make it,” said Tom Watson to his caddie as he stood over his ball in heavy rough on the seventeenth hole at Pebble Beach in the 1982 U.S. Open. And he made it. And why shouldn’t he believe he would? He had practiced the shot for hours leading up to the tournament.

Tiger Woods’s 15-shot win in the same tournament and venue in 2000 was a demonstration of supreme focus and single-mindedness. Mid-tournament, Denmark’s Thomas Bjorn said that Woods was “playing every shot like his life depends on it.” Irishman Padraig Harrington said at the completion of the tournament, “I looked at the scoreboard in total wonderment.”

Greg Norman’s statement after blowing the play-off for the 1989 British Open at Royal Troon is a life lesson for golfers and nongolfers alike: “Destiny has a funny way of saying, ‘Hey, this is how it’s going to be.’ But we all accept fate. It’s what keeps us coming back, hoping. You have got to think positively.”

Jack Nicklaus’s dramatic win in the 1986 Masters, aged forty-six, showed how the naysayers could be proven wrong, while Hale Irwin’s grinding win in the 1974 U.S. Open at Winged Foot was a demonstration of gimlet-eyed, never-say-die doggedness. And who could forget the courage shown by Ben Hogan when he won the 1950 U.S. Open at Merion less than seventeen months after nearly dying in a horrific car crash?

The unheralded Johnny Goodman was an example of quiet determination in the face of extreme odds when he beat Bobby Jones in the first round of the 1929 U.S. Amateur. Everyone on the planet (except perhaps Goodman himself) thought he would be cannon fodder for the world’s best player.

Twenty-five years earlier, 42-year-old Walter Travis, originally from Australia, became the first non-Brit to win the British Amateur, despite the fact that his opponent in the final constantly outdrove him by 55 yards. Amazingly, Travis—who also won three U.S. Amateur titles—did not pick up a golf club until he was thirty-four.

Bobby Jones calling a penalty on himself for a moving ball during the 1925 U.S. Open at the Worcester Country Club in Massachusetts, a tournament he eventually lost by a shot, was a demonstration of supreme honesty. No one else saw his ball move. Jones refused to accept praise for his actions. The glorious thing is that thousands of golfers around the world make similar confessions every day.

Most important, golf breeds friendship. Golfers are not bonded together, they are welded. The expression “Where would you rather be?” is surely uttered more often on golf courses than at any other place. Golfers belong to an exclusive club, joined together by the joy and spirit of their game.
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Confidence
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I never wanted to be a millionaire. I just wanted to live like one.

WALTER HAGEN

Golf never had a showman like Hagen. All the professionals who have a chance to go after big money today should say a silent thanks to Walter each time they stretch a cheque between their fingers.

GENE SARAZEN, THIRTY YEARS OF CHAMPIONSHIP GOLF

In April 1928, American professional Walter Hagen arrived in England for the British Open, which was to be held at Royal St. George’s on the Kent coast. His appearance caused quite a stir. Touring professionals were rare, especially professionals as unusual as Hagen. Locals were intrigued by his swing—a wide stance, strong grip, flat swing plane, and lurching follow-through, probably the legacy of Hagen’s first sporting love, baseball.

They also whispered among themselves about Hagen’s flashy car and dandy clothes. He liked to play in plus-fours made from alpaca wool, a bow tie, and a white shirt with gold cufflinks. You could see the part in his brilliantined hair from 100 yards away (he would eventually be sponsored by Brylcreem). And he always played with a smile.

Hagen’s manager, Bob Harlow, never one to pass up an opportunity to generate interest in his player—nor some extra winnings—had arranged for Hagen to play a series of exhibition matches during his visit. One was a 72-hole match at Moor Park, near London, against the British Ryder Cup player Archie Compston, with the winner getting £500. Hagen—not long off the boat, where he had prepared assiduously with late-night drinking sessions—lost by the staggering margin of 18 down with 17 to play. There was an accusation that he played “frivolous” golf. Regardless, it was a monumental drubbing, especially for a professional who had won two U.S. Opens.

After the match, Hagen posed for pictures, smiling his broadest smile and chatting happily to the press. He then left in his car with Harlow. A long, very pointed silence ensued, which was broken by Hagen: “What’s the matter with you? You’re not worried about that, are you? I can beat that sonofabitch the best day he ever had.” A week later, Hagen won his third British Open at Royal St. George’s, shooting 292; Compston came third.

Hagen was a natural. Over the course of his career, in addition to two U.S. Opens—he won his first in 1914 at only his second appearance in the tournament—he won five U.S. Professional Golfers’ Association (PGA) championships. He also won four British Opens in a remarkable eight-year stretch and was generally recognized as golf’s first millionaire.

During the summer of 1924, after he had won his second British Open at Royal Liverpool, the New York Times described Hagen as “the greatest golfer who ever lived—bar none.” His secret, in addition to a short game that got him out of countless jams, was an unwavering confidence in his own ability.

In the 1925 PGA championship at Olympia Fields in Illinois, Hagen famously walked into the locker room and asked Leo Diegel and Al Watrous, “Which one of you is going to finish second?” He polished off Watrous in the first round and Diegel in the third.

During his last British Open win in 1929 at Muirfield in Scotland, he shot 67 in the second round—at the time, it was the lowest round ever recorded in championship golf. With two rounds to go, he was two strokes behind Diegel. Late in the night before the 36-hole final day, Hagen was holding court, whiskey in hand. Someone pointed out that perhaps he should think about retiring, given that Diegel had gone to bed hours beforehand. “Yeah,” Hagen retorted, “but he ain’t sleeping.”

On the first tee the next day, in a gale, Hagen brought out a mallet-headed, deep-faced driver. He hit his ball no more than 7 yards off the ground for the next thirty-six holes, shooting a pair of 75s and winning by six shots. Diegel shot 82, then 77.

Henry Longhurst recounted a story about Hagen at another British Open, at Carnoustie in 1937. Longhurst was sitting in the bar at half-past one in the morning: “In walked Hagen with a basket under his arm. In it were half a dozen trout. He was lying well up the championship, but that had not stopped him driving 70 miles for an evening’s fishing. He took the fish down to the kitchen, gutted them, and solemnly cooked them for his supper.”

Hagen displayed the same confidence with women as he did with his golfing opponents. He reportedly once looked at the ample bosom of the Metropolitan Opera singer Ernestine Schumann-Heink and said, “My dear, did you ever stop to think what a lovely bunker you would make?” Hagen was twice married and divorced, at a time when divorce was rare.

He was also a generous man who never forgot his own modest upbringing. He gave away large sums of money to his friends and to caddies—one of whom famously received Hagen’s 1922 British Open winner’s check for £50—and played in many exhibition matches for charity.

But confidence was his dominant trait. In 1924, during the British Open at Royal Liverpool, Hagen frittered away shots on the first nine holes of the final round and had to play the last nine in par to match Ernest Whitcombe’s total of 302. He holed several improbable putts and got up and down from greenside bunkers on three occasions. With two holes to go, Hagen led by one. He parred the seventeenth and lay 10 feet away for three on the last, with one putt to win. Most golfers would have studied the putt for a considerable time, but Hagen strolled up, scarcely took aim, and rapped it in.

Someone commented to Hagen later that he seemed to take the last putt very casually and asked if he knew he had to make it for the win. Hagen’s response was that, in fact, he considered he had two shots to win. “No man ever beat me in a play-off,” he said.

When Hagen died in 1969, the pastor at his funeral, Edwin Shroeder, finished the service with the words, “His biggest game is over. He putted out.”
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Focus
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Ben Hogan is what is known as a hard case. You could see him sitting at a poker table saying, “Your thousand—and another five.” He might have four aces, or a pair of twos.

HENRY LONGHURST, A HARD CASE FROM TEXAS

Hogan gave away less about himself than any man I ever met.

SAM SNEAD

At the 1947 Masters at Augusta National in Georgia, Claude Harmon and Ben Hogan stood on the tee of the fearsome par-three twelfth hole, described by Lloyd Mangrum as the “meanest little hole in the world.” Although only 153 yards long, making it the shortest hole at Augusta, it boasts a creek in front of the green and three carefully positioned greenside bunkers—one short and two long—which make distance control crucial.

Hogan, away first, squinted at the treetops, judging the wind strength and direction, before selecting his club. He chose well, his ball flying high and straight and landing a yard beyond the hole. Harmon’s ball flew equally high, and equally straight, arcing over Rae’s Creek and rattling into the cup for a hole in one. The crowd whooped. Harmon jumped in the air, shook his caddie’s hand, and waved his hat.

The two players walked across the bridge over Rae’s Creek. Harmon trotted over to the hole and picked out his ball, again to the crowd’s acclamation. Then Hogan lined up his putt and holed it.

Hogan had so far said nothing about the hole in one, which puzzled Harmon. Then, as the men walked onto the thirteenth tee, Hogan finally said, “You know, Claude, you might find this hard to believe, but in all the years I’ve been playing The Masters, that’s the first time I’ve birdied the twelfth.”
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You’re Never Too Young
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Tiger told me later that he remembers hitting only one “perfect” golf shot in 2000, a year where he won 12 times around the world. It was a three-wood on the fourteenth hole of the Old Course during the Open Championship.

CLAUDE “BUTCH” HARMON, THE PRO

The bigger the event, the higher he’ll raise the bar. He’s Michael Jordan in long pants.

PAUL AZINGER AT THE 1997 MASTERS

His swing was too fast, his drives too erratic. His short game was not sharp enough, his putting was too streaky. He was, simply, too young.

Much was said about 21-year-old Tiger Woods—a mixed-race, middle-class kid who learned his golf on municipal courses in Los Angeles—as he prepared to play as a professional for the first time at The Masters in Augusta, Georgia, in 1997, eight months after turning pro.

Woods’s two previous appearances at The Masters, as an amateur, had resulted in an equal forty-first placing and a missed cut—hardly the stuff of a would-be champion. Sure, he had had a stellar amateur career, including three U.S. Amateur Championship titles. But, said the naysayers, great amateurs who can’t cut it in professional ranks are a dime a dozen. The pundits said he would be overawed, that Magnolia Lane would choke him. He would wilt under the blowtorch applied by his hard-bitten, experienced colleagues.

Woods didn’t listen to any of this. In the lead-up to the tournament, he was too busy practicing golf and playing computer games with a buddy in his rented Augusta house.

Nine holes into his opening round, Woods had shot a four-over-par 40, and the sceptics had only grown in number. Never before, they trumpeted to anyone who would listen, had anyone shot 40 on the first nine of The Masters and won the tournament. But this would be no ordinary Masters. Woods birdied the tenth, twelfth, and thirteenth, eagled the fifteenth, and then birdied the seventeenth. A back nine of 30 gave him a very respectable first-round score of 70.

From then on, the tournament became the Tiger show. Woods shot 66 in the second round and at the halfway mark was 20 shots ahead of Nick Faldo, the previous year’s winner. On the Saturday, he shot 65 and increased his lead from three shots to nine. Paul Stankowski, ten behind with a round to go, spoke for everyone when he said, “I might have a chance if I make five or six birdies in the first two or three holes.”

Woods rounded things off with a 69 in the final round for a total of 270, and the records toppled. His eighteen under par total was the lowest score in the tournament’s history, one better than the 271 shot by Jack Nicklaus thirty-two years earlier. He won by an outlandish 12 shots, three more than the previous winning margin, again achieved by Nicklaus. The only person who had ever bettered this winning margin in a major was Old Tom Morris at the 1862 British Open.

Far from being erratic, Woods’s drives proved his most effective weapon. The longest club he hit into a par four all week was a seven-iron. Extraordinarily, on the Thursday and Friday, he hit a wedge into the 492-yard par-five fifteenth hole. For his second shot, that is. His average drive that week was a shade under 328 yards, more than 22 yards longer than his closest rival.

And the young Woods’s putting wasn’t too shabby, either: he did not three-putt once all week.
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You’re Never Too Old
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You seem to forget that luck is a part of the game and a good golfer must be good at all parts of the game.

WALTER TRAVIS, WHEN IT WAS SUGGESTED TO HIM THAT HE LOST THE U.S. AMATEUR BECAUSE OF AN OPPONENT’S GOOD LUCK

Travis holed out from such immeasurable distances that his opponents claimed he could putt the eyes out of a chipmunk.

CHARLES PRICE, GOLFER-AT-LARGE

Walter Travis grew up in the small Australian town of Maldon in the Victorian Goldfields, the fourth of 11 children. When he left for America in 1886 at the age of twenty-three to represent construction product exporters McLean Brothers and Rigg, he could never have envisaged the extraordinary future he would have in golf.

In fact, when he left Australia’s shores, Travis had likely never heard of the game. But he was certainly aware of it by 1895, when a golf course was slated for Flushing, New York, where he had moved five years earlier. Travis thought the idea laughable—golf, after all, was still a mystery outside Britain, and he couldn’t see what all the fuss was about—but not wanting to be left out, he bought a set of clubs anyway. He first hit a ball in October 1896 at the Oakland Golf Club on Long Island, three months before his thirty-fifth birthday.
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