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PRAISE FOR A COURSE CALLED AMERICA



    “A Course Called America is an unequivocal pleasure. Tom Coyne gives a fresh perspective on many places I’ve been, and I had to pause a number of times to relish the way he reflects on what he encounters—the people, the history, and the humor. Here is a soulful and thoroughly entertaining journey that will give people a sense of what golf means to so many of our friends who love the game.”

    —Ben Crenshaw, two-time Masters champion

    “In A Course Called America, Tom Coyne sets out to discover what makes a great American golf course. Well, I’ll tell you what makes a great American golf book—Coyne, an ambitious itinerary, and his eye for what’s special on and off the course. This result is exceptional—a big, sweeping adventure, as endearing as it is sprawling, and a fitting tribute to American golf.”

    —Phil Landes, aka “Big Randy” from No Laying Up

    “A Course Called America is a discovery of our country, our culture, our people, and the diverse ways we come to the game of golf. Tom Coyne is a wonderful storyteller, and the stories that unfold across this vast landscape called America—some laugh-out-loud funny, and some stirringly poignant—get to the soul of our game and the heart of our nation.”

    —Gil Hanse, renowned golf course architect

    “As Tom uses his gift for storytelling to chronicle his journey through some of America’s best golf courses, you’ll find yourself remembering why you first fell in love with the game. A Course Called America is a beautifully woven-together story that is somehow hilarious and moving all at once, and paints a vivid picture of all that golf in America has to offer.”

    —Stacy Lewis, two-time major champion

    “An entertaining blend of travelogue, memoir, and sports writing…Golf nuts will be tantalized by the glimpses of America’s premier courses, while those looking to book an epic post-pandemic golf trip will find plenty of inspiration.”

    —Publishers Weekly

    “Besides oozing with rich golf history and lore, Coyne’s heartfelt anecdotes about people he meets and the joys of companionship are appealing…. This is a delightful, entertaining book even nongolfers can enjoy.”

    —Kirkus Reviews
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	NO.

	COURSE




	ALABAMA




	3

	The Judge (p)




	ALASKA




	1

	Chena Bend GC (p)




	2

	Fairbanks GC* (p)




	ARIZONA




	7

	Mountain Shadows** (p)




	8

	Oakcreek (p)




	9

	Papago GC (p)




	10

	Sedona Golf Resort (p)




	11

	Unidentified GC




	12

	Wagon Trail to Lonesome Pine* (p)




	ARKANSAS




	4

	Alotian Club




	5

	Mystic Creek (p)




	6

	Pine Valley (p)




	CALIFORNIA




	13

	Ben Brown’s GC* (p)




	14

	Cal Club




	15

	Cypress Point




	16

	Goat Hill Park (p)




	17

	Hacienda




	18

	Holmby Park** (p)




	19

	Los Angeles CC North




	20

	Naval Base Golf Performance Center




	21

	Northwood GC (p)




	22

	Pacific Grove (p)




	23

	Pasatiempo (p)




	[image: ]24

	Pebble Beach (p)




	25

	Penmar (p)
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	Riviera




	27

	Roosevelt* (p)




	28

	Rustic Canyon (p)




	29

	Sharp Park GC (p)




	30

	The Olympic Club Cliffs**
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	The Olympic Club Lake
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	Torrey Pines South (p)




	33

	TPC Harding Park (p)




	COLORADO




	34

	Ballyneal
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	Cherry Hills




	36

	CommonGround (p)




	37

	Fossil Trace (p)




	CONNECTICUT




	38

	Fenwick* (p)




	39

	Keney Park (p)




	40

	Shennecossett CC (p)




	41

	Yale




	DELAWARE




	44

	Bidermann




	DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA




	42

	East Potomac (p)




	43

	Langston (p)




	FLORIDA




	45

	Capital City




	46

	Dubsdread (p)




	47

	Golden Bear at Keene’s Pointe




	48

	Havana GC* (p)




	49

	Jacksonville Beach GC (p)




	50

	McArthur




	51

	Ocala GC (p)




	52

	Ocala National (p)




	53

	Palatka GC (p)




	54

	Palm Beach GC** (p)




	55

	Seminole




	56

	Streamsong Black (p)




	57

	Streamsong Blue (p)




	58

	Streamsong Red (p)




	59

	Streamsong Roundabout ** (p)




	60

	The Villages Nancy Lopez




	61

	Winter Park* (p)




	GEORGIA
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	Atlanta Athletic Club




	63

	Bobby Jones* (p)




	64

	Candler Park* (p)




	65

	East Lake




	66

	Lookout Mountain




	67

	Ohoopee




	68

	Ohoopee Whiskey Routing




	69

	Peachtree




	70

	Savannah GC




	71

	The Landings Deer Creek




	HAWAII




	72

	Hualālai GC (p)




	73

	Kukio




	74

	Mauna Lani (p)




	75

	Nanea GC




	IDAHO




	78

	Circling Raven (p)




	79

	Coeur d’Alene (p)




	ILLINOIS




	80

	Canal Shores (p)
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	Chicago GC




	82

	Downers Grove* (p)
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	Glen View GC
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	Medinah #3
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	Midlothian
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	North Shore CC
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	Olympia Fields North
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	Onwenstsia




	[image: ]89

	Skokie




	INDIANA




	90

	Culver Academies*




	91

	Notre Dame Warren (p)




	IOWA




	76

	Rice Lake (p)




	77

	Waveland (p)




	KANSAS




	92

	Brough Creek National* (p)




	93

	Prairie Dunes




	KENTUCKY




	94

	Heritage Hill (p)




	LOUISIANA




	95

	Audubon Park (p)




	96

	LSU Alexandria* (p)




	MAINE




	117

	Aroostook Valley (p)




	118

	Belgrade Lakes (p)




	119

	Cape Arundel (p)




	120

	Kebo Valley (p)




	121

	Northeast Harbor




	MARYLAND
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	Baltimore CC East
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	Columbia CC




	[image: ]114

	Congressional Blue




	115

	Congressional Gold




	116

	Gibson Island*




	MASSACHUSETTS




	97

	Blue Rock** (p)
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	Brae Burn




	99

	Chequessett* (p)




	100

	Eastward Ho!




	101

	Essex CC




	102

	Highland Links* (p)




	103

	Hyannisport




	104

	Kittansett




	105

	Marion GC* (p)
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	Myopia Hunt Club




	107

	Old Sandwich




	108

	Plymouth GC
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	The Country Club




	110

	Thorny Lea
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	Worcester




	MICHIGAN




	122

	Arcadia Bluffs (p)




	123

	Crystal Downs




	124

	Dunes Club*




	125

	Forest Dunes (p)




	126

	Leslie Park (p)
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	Oakland Hills




	128

	The Loop Black (p)




	129

	The Loop Red (p)




	130

	Wawashkamo*




	MINNESOTA




	131

	Birnamwood** (p)




	132

	Fox Hollow (p)
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	Hazeltine
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	Interlachen
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	Minikahda




	136

	Spring Hill GC




	137

	White Bear Yacht Club




	MISSISSIPPI




	148

	Mossy Oak (p)




	149

	Old Waverly (p)




	MISSOURI




	138

	Bellerive




	139

	Big Bass** (p)




	140

	Buffalo Ridge (p)




	141

	Harrisonville GC* (p)




	142

	Heart of America* (p)




	143

	Mountain Top** (p)




	144

	Ozarks National (p)
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	St. Louis CC




	146

	Swope Memorial (p)




	147

	Top of the Rock** (p)




	MONTANA




	150

	Lakeview CC* (p)




	151

	Old Works (p)




	NEBRASKA




	161

	Prairie Club Dunes (p)




	162

	Prairie Club Pines (p)




	163

	Sand Hills




	164

	Sand Hills




	NEVADA




	172

	Royal Links (p)




	NEW HAMPSHIRE




	165

	Mount Washington (p)




	NEW JERSEY




	167

	Ballyowen (p)




	[image: ]168

	Baltusrol Lower




	[image: ]169

	Baltusrol Upper




	170

	Crystal Springs (p)




	171

	Skyway* (p)




	NEW MEXICO




	166

	Red Hawk (p)




	NEW YORK




	173

	Amsterdam Municipal (p)




	174

	Apawamis




	175

	Bellport GC
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	Bethpage Black (p)
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	Country Club of Buffalo




	178

	Fishers Island
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	Fresh Meadow




	180

	Friar’s Head




	181

	Garden City




	182

	Grover Cleveland (p)




	183

	Hay Harbor*




	[image: ]184

	Inwood




	185

	Maidstone




	186

	Monroe GC




	187

	Montauk Downs (p)




	188

	National Golf Links of America




	189

	Oak Hill




	190

	Poxabogue* (p)




	191

	Quogue Field Club*




	192

	Sebonack




	193

	Shinnecock Hills




	194

	Sleepy Hollow




	195

	Sleepy Hollow




	196

	Southampton GC




	197

	Southward Ho




	198

	Split Rock (p)




	199

	Saint Andrew’s GC




	200

	St. George’s




	201

	The Bridge




	202

	Van Cortlandt Park (p)




	203

	Winged Foot East
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	Winged Foot West




	NORTH CAROLINA




	152

	Dormie Club




	153

	Pine Needles (p)




	[image: ]154

	Pinehurst #2 (p)




	155

	Pinehurst #4 (p)




	156

	Pinehurst #2 (p)




	157

	The Cradle** (p)




	158

	Tobacco Road (p)




	NORTH DAKOTA




	159

	Bully Pulpit (p)




	160

	Hawktree GC (p)




	OHIO
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	Canterbury
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	Inverness




	207

	Muirfield Village




	208

	Ohio State Scarlet (p)
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	Scioto




	210

	Scioto




	OKLAHOMA
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	Southern Hills




	OREGON




	212

	Bandon Crossings (p)




	213

	Bandon Dunes (p)




	214

	Bandon Preserve** (p)




	215

	Bandon Trails (p)




	216

	Gearhart Golf Links (p)




	217

	Highlands GC (p)




	218

	Old Macdonald (p)




	219

	Pacific Dunes (p)




	220

	Silvies McVeigh’s Gauntlet ** (p)




	221

	Silvies Chief Egan Course** (p)




	222

	Silvies Craddock Course (p)




	223

	Silvies Hankins Course (p)




	224

	Tetherow (p)




	225

	The Pub Course McMenamins**(p)




	PENNSYLVANIA




	226

	Carlisle CC




	227

	Cobbs Creek (p)




	228

	Fox Chapel




	229

	French Creek




	230

	Hershey’s Mill GC




	231

	Lookaway




	232

	LuLu CC (p)
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	Merion East
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	Oakmont




	235

	Philadelphia Cricket Militia Hill
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	Philadelphia Cricket St. Martins*




	237

	Philadelphia CC
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	Philadelphia CC




	239

	Philadelphia Cricket Wissahickon




	240

	Philadelphia Cricket Wissahickon




	241

	Rolling Green GC




	242

	Sunnybrook




	243

	Waynesborough CC




	244

	Waynesborough CC




	245

	Waynesborough CC




	RHODE ISLAND
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	Newport CC




	247

	Sakonnet




	SOUTH CAROLINA




	248

	Aiken GC (p)




	249

	Bulls Bay




	250

	Charleston Muni (p)




	251

	Columbia CC




	252

	Country Club of Charleston




	253

	May River




	254

	McNair Memorial** (p)




	255

	Palmetto GC




	256

	Yeamans Hall




	SOUTH DAKOTA




	257

	Sutton Bay




	258

	Red Rock (p)




	259

	Prairie Green (p)




	TENNESSEE




	260

	The Honors Course




	261

	Sewanee* (p)




	262

	Sweetens Cove* (p)




	263

	Sweetens Cove* (p)




	TEXAS




	264

	Black Jack’s Crossing (p)




	265

	Brackenridge Park (p)
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	Colonial CC




	267

	Austin CC
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	Northwood Club




	269

	San Felipe Springs (p)




	270

	Bluejack National




	271

	Texas Star (p)




    	[image: ]272

	Champions GC




	273

	Lions Municipal (p)




	274

	Butterfield Trail (p)




	275

	Marfa Municipal* (p)




	UTAH




	276

	Sand Hollow (p)




	VERMONT




	281

	Dorset Field Club




	282

	Ekwanok CC




	VIRGINIA




	277

	Ballyhack Goat Trak**




	278

	Ballyhack GC




	279

	Laurel Hill (p)




	280

	Schoolhouse Nine** (p)




	WASHINGTON
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	Chambers Bay (p)




	284

	Gamble Sands (p)




	285

	Gold Mountain Olympic (p)




	286

	McCormick Woods (p)




	287

	Meadow Park (p)




	288

	Wine Valley (p)




	WEST VIRGINIA




	299

	Unfortunate WV GC (p)




	WISCONSIN




	[image: ]289

	Erin Hills (p)




	290

	Kenosha




	291

	Lawsonia Links (p)




	292

	Lawsonia Woodlands (p)




	293

	Sand Valley (p)




	294

	Sand Valley Mammoth Dunes (p)




	295

	Sand Valley Sandbox**




	296

	Troy Burne (p)




	297

	Whistling Straits Irish (p)




	298

	Whistling Straits Straits (p)




	WYOMING




	300

	Devils Tower (p)






	300 rounds

	294 courses

	*Nine-hole layout

	**Par-three course

	(p) denotes public, semiprivate, or resort accessible





For Jim and Alice Coyne, who crossed this country in a Ford Fairlane






    Centre of equal daughters, equal sons,

    All, all alike endear’d, grown, ungrown, young or old,

    Strong, ample, fair, enduring, capable, rich,

    Perennial with the Earth, with Freedom, Law and Love,

    A grand, sane, towering, seated Mother,

    Chair’d in the adamant of Time.

—Walt Whitman, “America”

Continue on I-90 for 351 miles.

—Google Maps








VIDALIA, GEORGIA
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The soil was perfect for onions and for golf. It wasn’t a place people visited unless they were interested in one or the other, and as I didn’t care for onions on anything, I was in Vidalia for one reason: to give my buddy a haircut.

Brendan was a former college player with a legit scratch handicap, and our regular matches were the benchmark against which I measured the health of my game. (It wasn’t very healthy, if you asked him—he denied my ever beating him, though I had eyewitness accounts to the contrary.) He was ten inches shorter than me, with a ponytail he’d been cultivating for the last five years, and I couldn’t decide which of those details frustrated me more when it came to his closing me out on the seventeenth hole.

We were the same age, raised in suburbs on opposite sides of Philadelphia. My side left my accent flat, while Brendan possessed a regional twang that less charitable folks might call hoagie mouth. His idiosyncrasies were widespread: A former Deadhead turned therapist, he golfed in obnoxiously tinted pants and proudly slept in the nude, aside from a scrunchie that kept his hair out of his face (yet he often wondered aloud why I refused to share a hotel room with him). His texts typically included a phallic vegetable emoji, and the signature line in his emails read By the power of Grayskull! At one point, he had programmed the keyboard on his wife’s phone to change the word she to nipples and to convert his name to balls. He cherished the small joys in life, but I don’t think anything gave him more joy than saying, in simple terms, “Tom, you cannot beat me.”

I was playing well, and had certainly been playing enough—two hundred rounds over the last four months—yet our match in Georgia felt like the only one that mattered. Our ongoing debate was tired; it was time to put proof on the record and teach balls a lesson.

Brendan was so confident that he wagered his hair; if I won, he would submit to the clippers, terms that immediately placed his wife on my team. If I lost, I had to get us a game at the course of Brendan’s choosing, anywhere in America. When it came time to pick a date and place for our showdown, I zeroed in on the week I would be in Georgia and invited him to thirty-six holes at the Ohoopee Match Club, the only venue suited to such a contest.

It was a course built specifically for grudges: No real pars on the scorecard, no set tee markers, holes designed for risk-taking and one-upmanship. The winner of the previous hole picked the teeing ground for the next one, and if your dustup wasn’t finished by eighteen, or if the loser wanted quick vengeance, there were four extra holes to settle all grievances. Forget your tally of total strokes—all that counted was winning golf holes, and without a course rating, you couldn’t post your score if you wanted to. The only news of consequence at Ohoopee was in the club’s motto, a question embroidered on belts and hats in the shop, and one we had both traveled a long way to answer: WHO WON THE MATCH?



Though I had met this Brendan at a golf outing in Pennsylvania farm country seven years before, I had been battling Brendans for decades. They were those voices in my mind’s outer rim, put there to remind me that I couldn’t make this putt, or miss that pond, or win this match. They hammered down hope, turned the possible into the unlikely, and replaced my potential with my shortcomings. The idea that someday I might not hear them kept me sticking tees into the ground. After all, there had been a time before the Brendans; maybe there could be a time after them. I believe it was Lao Tzu who said, “A journey of a thousand golf courses begins with a single hole.” And mine began beside warm blue waters.

My dad had let me tag along on an excursion to the Dominican Republic, an annual reward trip for stockbrokers who’d made their numbers, where he and his colleagues skipped meetings for tee times and smoked cigarettes by the fistful, the collective stress of a week away from the stock ticker hanging thick around the resort.

I was fourteen and headed into my first high school golf season that spring, ready to make, or get cut from, the varsity team. I had spent the winter clipping balls off the mats at an indoor range under the tutelage of a leather-skinned golf pro determined to get me swinging harder. Faster, harder, he would say. You’ve got muscles—use them. He could always teach me to back off, but I had height and needed to use it. And he was right. I was flexible enough to figure out a straightish trajectory, and the balls were bouncing past flags I hadn’t noticed before.

I stepped up to the first at Casa de Campo’s Teeth of the Dog, undaunted by its name and reputation as a ball filcher. So much grass. No more rubber tees. It all looked friendly and simple. I pushed my tee into the ground and swung faster, harder. Fairway. I reached for a 9 iron and spun a divot out of the turf like a dealer tossing playing cards. Ten feet from the pin. Up on the green, my ball turned for the hole not with effort but with inevitability. I’m pretty sure I smiled, but I didn’t feel the need for much more. Golf, after all, was easy.

I dumped a few in the ocean that afternoon, but mixed in six birdies as well, tempting my dad to find his boss in the foursome behind us and tell him he was quitting to ride his son’s coattails to the Tour. I didn’t make any birdies the next day, and though I did make the team that spring, I struggled as fifth man while golf reality set in, a reality I would wrestle with for the next thirty years of my life.

They were years of trophies and shanks; days of junior club championships followed by being cut from the college golf roster; moments of minuscule handicaps followed by a tournament where I ran out of balls and a letter from the USGA placing me on competitive probation for carding such a robust number. Golf took more than it gave as I labored to prove I was better than I was, because for one day in the Dominican Republic, I had been. Golf was easy once, and like an addict chasing the feeling of his first high, I searched the world over for the day when it would be again. I hoped it would be this day, here in Georgia, with a friend I was playing for his hair.

When we finished our morning eighteen at Ohoopee, I was up two holes at the halfway point. As we walked off the green and approached two elegantly prepared lunch plates—we were the only golfers on the property, as if they knew to clear the stage—I asked Brendan how he was feeling about the match.

“Great. Not worried at all.”

But for some damn reason—the same reason behind my life’s every missed cut, shredded scorecard, and three-putt on the last—I was.






ROCHESTER, NEW YORK
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I was somewhere near Rochester, or Harrisburg, or Atlanta, perhaps, when the next two years of my life exploded into an American golf odyssey of unreasonable proportions.

It was one of my regular road show affairs—when the karaoke guy was unavailable, golf clubs would invite me to come talk about my travels and sign books that I would request they buy in hardcover, and in bulk. Sometimes there were bagpipers or Irish dancers; often there were whiskey tastings or a keg of Guinness procured in my honor. I no longer partook in either, which was an easy way to peg whether folks had read the book I was there to talk about. Being told how wonderful my Scotland book was (where I discuss getting sober) before being offered a shot was always an awkward juxtaposition of hospitality, but I was accustomed to the patrons of the golf speaking circuit: the close-talker explaining Royal Dornoch to me as if he were the only surviving golfer to have played it; the member seeking a blessing on his upcoming Ireland itinerary; the spouse unable to drag her husband to a book signing but who needed a signed copy for him anyway; the semicircle of cocktail hour executives wondering how I made a living and if I could get them on Pine Valley (the first question sank any shot they had at the second); and the guy asking me who the speaker was tonight and if he was any good.

My former strategy for overcoming the uneasiness of public speaking—dousing myself like a coach who had won the Super Bowl of booze—had been replaced by a calm born of perspective. I wasn’t testifying before Congress. The stakes of a dinner party address are, in reality, rather low, and I already had the answers to oft-asked questions: Are you still married? Almost definitely. Have you been to Old Head? Yes, and now I know you have, too. What’s your handicap? Gout. My sister wrote a book—can you help her get it published? Sorry, my phone, I have to take this call… What’s your favorite golf course? Carne. What? Carne. In Belmullet, County Mayo, on the west coast of Ireland. Never heard of it.

But there was one question that stopped me, a query for which I had no rehearsed reply: What’s your favorite course that I’ve heard of? In America?

And just that quickly, tonight’s expert had been exposed; a charlatan was in our midst. I could talk the British Isles as if I’d been born in a Liverpool jersey, rattling off obscure and tongue-cramping course names, but when it came to my own country, my meek résumé could slide neatly into the shredder. Sure, I had the Philly courses covered, but push me out of my zip code—Bandon? Chicago Golf? Shinnecock? Pebble Beach?—and I was lost. I could only shake my head like a dunce and try to steer the conversation back to left-lane driving and blood sausage. “Hey, does anyone know what the craic is?” I would whimper, the American golf writer entirely ignorant of American golf.

For years I wore my aversion to my native courses as a badge of honor, a marker of evolved sensibilities and a broader worldview. No American course could match the genius, the rigor, the authenticity of links golf over there; our version was but a manicured imitation of Scotland’s gift. But my badge was just a cover for a shortcoming, as I belittled my backyard courses for the same reason I rebuked cucumbers and CrossFit—I had never tried them. So, on one of those evenings in front of a fireplace, answering inquiries about the best brand of rain pants and why I had played hardly any golf west of the Mississippi, I heard my future fall out of my mouth and plop onto the podium:

“I’m doing America next,” I said. It was a promise that caught the room off guard—myself included—and it might have been easily forgotten or dismissed in the brighter light of day if it wasn’t for Dad and his emails.

I wasn’t sure who showed Dad how to forward electronic mail. Retirement orientation apparently included some sort of tutorial on the dissemination of chain messages, missives that itemized the sundry ways our country was going to hell or romanticized the days of untreated schoolyard injuries. My father’s forwards seemed a nuisance I would have to suffer in silence, but I kept opening his FWs, because within them was a dad I had never known.

My father—the erstwhile stalwart of stocks and bonds, the man of a thousand collar stays, the retired Naval officer—LOL’d and enjoyed the occasional boob joke. He was not averse to the political musings of Russian bots or manifestos written in ALL CAPS with flamboyant punctuation. But the topics Dad found most irresistible for distribution were paragraphs that touched on TROOPS or THE FLAG or AMERICA! I knew him to be a patriot, but I hadn’t understood how deep his love of our country ran, or how readily it could be captured in a GIF.

I was born during Watergate. This sounds like the opening of a keynote address at a flag burners’ convention, but I offer it as oversimplified evidence of the two Americas in which my dad and I came of age. While his youth involved stockpiling bacon grease to make glycerin bombs for the war effort, my 1980s childhood involved longing for Lamborghinis and caddying for guys I was sure drove them. America, to my father, was something we earned, and an ideal paid for with sacrifice. To me, it was something I already had, an aspiring but imperfect playing field that I had been placed on at birth presided over by dubious referees. I understood that his generation’s single-mindedness was what made my generation’s cynicism possible; we took for granted our right to moan. The line was thin between whether that made us spoiled brats or brave thinkers, but as I watched my father’s fealty to his country stiffen with age, I felt like he revered an Old Testament America—an absolute to which we offered alms and adhered to its dogma—while I was at the altar of a New Testament USA, where forgiveness reigned and the rabbis were refutable. Where, if we tried our best, we’d all be saved.

Dad and I would agree that America was big enough for both takes, but still, there was something in his voice when he sang the anthem at a ball game or in his eyes when he watched The Bridge on the River Kwai or on his face when he shook the hand of another veteran. I was never asked to serve as he had been, and I wondered if that precluded me from appreciating our country as he did. It very well might, but I wanted to try. I wanted to love America the way my father did. He earned that affection by packing for war. That wasn’t my particular path or skill set; I hoped packing for golf might be good enough.

So, I set my sights on the country beyond my driveway, a place more foreign to me than the Highlands of Scotland or the cliffs of Donegal. I would go and find the Great American Golf Course, and by doing so, settle two matters of contrasting significance.

The first—figuring out what makes a golf course great—mattered to a good many of us: the seekers and rankers and debaters who reacted with outrage or approval when a particular course was notched above or below another. With this trip, I might finally manufacture a rubric for a course’s worthiness, a takeaway that would at least buy me some bona fides on Twitter. But more interesting and important seemed to be an attempt to define the other adjective of my mission—American. What did it mean in 2019? What did it mean ever? If I could figure that out, then I would have done more service for my spirit than any of my previous wanderings abroad.

How to go about accomplishing any of the above confounded me, not only in theory but in execution. Experiencing the United States was no simple summer holiday. It became clear that my search for America should begin within my smallest slice of it: in a house, in a kitchen, over a sink on an evening where I had offered to do the dishes, until death do us part.






DEVON, PENNSYLVANIA
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I imagined myself high atop a mountain road in Colorado or West Virginia or Alaska, low on fuel and all out of trail mix, peering over the guardrails to places where helicopters would never find me. Almost as soon as I decided to take on America, the visions came at night, and they placed me on a redwood-choked road of no discernible end, stepping out of a smoking car that I had rented with my kids’ college money, with no cell signal to connect me to the lifelines of modernity. Or I was curled into a ball beneath see-through sheets on a mattress in Montana where the bedbugs had scooched over to make room, wiping tears with my last pair of clean socks and muttering to myself, “The corkboard told me this would happen.”

The opening rite of planning a cross-country golf trip, for me, has always been digging a four-foot-by-six-foot board out of the basement and covering it with a map of my destination. Right-size road maps for Scotland and Ireland were easily procured and filled with pins, but America, I quickly learned, was not built for corkboards. I would have to wallpaper my office with pages torn from a road atlas to visualize my ocean-to-ocean route, so I abandoned the pinboard and turned to planning via Google Maps. In that surrender, there were clear and obvious signals: America is huge. And that bare board is an omen—you are not fit for the task.

I was looking at a year, not a few weeks, and it didn’t feel safe—not just the miles and the routes through a canyon America I had seen only in cartoons but the very suggestion of doing it at all. After Scotland, I had promised my uncommonly understanding wife, Allyson, never again. But like the golfer whose mind doesn’t hear the don’t go part and only hears left, I suspected Allyson knew that never was negotiable, while again was a sad certainty.

As I scraped the meals from our daughters’ untouched plates into the garbage disposal, both of them opting for microwaved mac and cheese as they sat in front of the television, victorious over dinner yet again, Allyson sat across the counter from me with tired eyes. She looked the way my mother had when I slid her a detention slip for signature at the end of the evening, saving the worst news for last.

“I saw you took the board out of the basement,” she said in a tone lacking any lilt of enthusiasm. I flinched at her foresight; she’d noticed and preempted my rehearsed opening statement. “Where?” she asked.

“America.”

“Huh.” She looked across the kitchen, her eyes casting a long glance as if our refrigerator were in Oregon. “That makes sense.”

“It’s better than my being out of the country,” I offered, a lame technicality through which she saw clearly, and lifted an eyebrow.

“America is enormous.”

“It is,” I agreed. “But I would break it up into pieces. It would be easy to get back whenever you need me. I would be home every month.”

“Months?” she said, as if months was an ex-girlfriend I wanted to invite over for dinner. “How many?”

It seemed a good time for a distraction, like stuffing a potato or a dinner knife or my hand down the disposal, but instead I called over our two redheads, Maggie and Caroline. The latter was five and loved pretty much any proposition that didn’t involve flash cards. Maggie was nine and quickly growing bored of her parents, but she still embraced the suggestion of a trip for the inflight hours of iPad it promised.

“What would you guys think about traveling around America next summer with Mommy and Daddy?” I asked.

Caroline hopped with excitement, her orange curls bouncing. Maggie tilted her head and nearly smiled. Allyson stuck to her line of questioning: “I have to work, Tom. We can’t go with you all summer. How long is it going to take?”

“I’m not sure yet,” I said. It was the truth. On a legal pad upstairs I had scratched dozens of failed iterations of an American golf trip. Where to start, end, and roam in between? What were the must-plays and the maybe-skips? I promised Allyson I would soon have a timeline for us to consider; I was about to fire a paragraph out into the social media universe, crowdsourcing the most essential American golf experiences. I was sure a few helpful, anonymous souls could lend clarity to my endeavor.

Three weeks later, I reached the bottom of my inbox, eyes weary and fingers bent. Next to me was a list of over nine hundred golf courses that, if I were to miss a single one of them, I risked being roasted on Twitter by the golf itinerary illuminati.

I plugged every name into a spreadsheet and plotted them on my virtual map, color-coding each course red, yellow, or green according to priority. Red was reserved for the must-gos, the anchors around which the rest of the trip would revolve. After 890 of the entries came up red, I switched strategies and decided my tentpoles would be the fifty-one courses still in existence to ever host a US Open. I wanted to learn the history of golf in America during my travels, and by visiting every US Open venue, I would be literally walking much of that path. Green labels denoted strong leans for visiting, mainly applied to courses of architectural significance or rare history, or really nice places where someone had offered to host me for free. Curiosities and places that had been campaigned for via emails of more than four paragraphs were shaded yellow, and void of any coloring were the courses where someone wrote If you can get me on that course, it would be sick or You have to come play it—it’s a Ross, referring to immortal architect Donald Ross, whose work spread so wide that I imagined him to be America’s great golf pollinator.

One fall evening, Allyson popped into the Golffice, my sanctuary above the garage where the walls sag with souvenirs, and where I’d cut a practice hole into green carpet that rolled at a precise 11 on the Stimp, to see where her husband was hiding as bath times approached. I didn’t notice her over my shoulder as I scrolled through the Christmas-colored list.

“What is that?” she said, and I shot up in my seat at the sound of her voice. Some husbands feared being caught peeping at thongs on their laptops. Others of us had golf to hide.

“Are those the courses?” Allyson asked. “There’s hundreds.”

“It’s a working list. I’m not going to play all of them.”

“Still,” she said, grabbing the mouse and spinning down the list. “This doesn’t end. You’re going to be gone forever.”

“I’m working on cutting it down.”

“Tom. Leaving me here with a job and kids with you gone for five months—that’s not fair.”

She was right. It wasn’t fair. And if five months wasn’t fair, I thought I’d better get this part over with. “I think it’s going to be more like eight.”

I didn’t relish the fact that I had heard from dozens of husbands who had successfully invoked my name when having the Golf Talk with their spouses, my monthslong road trips getting them off the hook for wanting to go to Punta Cana for a week. My behavior had become a handy benchmark for spousal negligence, and it made me cringe to imagine that somewhere, on some couch in some office, a guy might be referencing my boondoggles, winning nods from both his wife and their therapist as they all acknowledged that, yes, it could be worse.

I’m asked about Allyson more than any other subject when I speak at golf clubs. I tell the audience that she’s a saint and a parenting virtuoso whom I clearly don’t deserve, and explain that the key to great golf trips is not playing well but marrying well, which sometimes gets a chuckle. What I don’t try to convey through a microphone is that I would not be standing there if, many years before, a young woman who wrote poetry and wore tie-dye hadn’t said yes to a college dance and, as we crossed campus through an Indiana tundra in search of the soiree, stopped to kiss me in the snow. The pre-dance swigs of Mad Dog might have had something to do with the affection, but I’d rather trace the roots of our life together back to providence.

Allyson isn’t the woman behind the man—she’s way out in front of me in pretty much every category aside from golf, but she’s a tennis player anyway. From the start, she believed in my own aspirations more than I did, and through her saying yes—to a dance, a ring, a walk around Ireland—her trust has launched these stories, and this adventure on which I was about to embark. I say all of this because if you’re thinking about asking out that person you’re afraid is out of your league, you’re probably right, and you should ask anyway.

Still, eight months was insane. I considered the scapegoats I might invoke—my publisher, my social media, my juvenile sense of self that required golf to remind me who I was—but instead I settled on a gang of friends who went by the collective moniker No Laying Up.

While the rest of the golf-news world was drowning in unread bylines, five best friends had started a golf text thread that morphed into a mini-empire of podcasts, videos, and merchandise, accidentally reshaping golf media in the process. No Laying Up struck upon a winning formula of informed wit, modern takes, and savvy social posts to energize a younger, less tradition-bound demographic. They were cool, and by way of being informed and unapologetic golf fans, they inadvertently became pillars of a new golf revolution. They were scoring interviews with Rory and Tiger and Phil and had built a vibrant new base of followers who shunned country-club memberships and their fathers’ golf brands. Five ball-busting dudes who now bunked together in a golf cave in Jacksonville had become, at least in my eyes, bright symbols of golf’s future. They went by the names Tron, Soly, Neil, DJ, and Big Randy. Soly was the stick of the team, Tron the grinder and contrarian, DJ the pro journalist, Neil the brainy jester, and Big Randy the gentle giant whose charming nihilism carried their self-deprecating videos. So, when they asked me if I wanted to come to Ireland with them in early 2019, of course I had said yes, and it was at one of our dinners during that recent Irish sojourn, I now explained to Allyson, where my America trip had spilled over into its present state of unmanageability.

We had been tucked into the corner of a pub one evening in County Mayo, recalling that day’s round at Carne and playing a game in which you compared the golf course to a rock band. Neil paired Carne with Pearl Jam for its rugged unpredictability, while Randy matched it with Pink Floyd, a trippy dark side of the moon that you could probably play backward. Soly knew about the American expedition that was spinning in my head, and he asked about my plan for covering so much ground. Before I could contrive an outline I might share, a new game was suggested: best state, worst state. I listened closely for clues. They had all traveled far more of the country than I had.

I might have slotted the Buckeye State toward the bottom half of my fifty, but it was a top pick among our table of Ohioans. Texas ranked as both the best and worst, for reasons everyone agreed were obvious. Louisiana was beloved; Missouri was penalized for poor performance when it came to matters of race. North Carolina, Neil claimed, was unwelcoming, because he had visited his college roommates there once and their friends were all weird to him. Colorado was a winner, but the golf season was too short. Same for Michigan and Vermont. Arizona should not exist, Tron explained, because it was created by air-conditioning. California was brilliant—aside from LA, of course—and Montana fascinated Neil; he wanted to explore it deeply. Iowa was good people. Virginia made Tron nervous (the DC overflow was rife with contemptible phonies), and Oregon seemed to top most of their lists as the most tempting region for relocation, but its libertarian vibe cut both ways—a chill outdoor playground of microbrews and legal pot, but also a cradle for separatist militias with armories up in the woods.

As the food arrived and the conversation turned to how many shepherd’s pies in one week was too many, America had finally taken form for me. It was that conversation in Ireland, I told Allyson, that convinced me I needed to plant a tee in each of the fifty states. I couldn’t guess what life was like in New Mexico or accept that North Carolina was inhospitable or agree that Arizona was expendable if I didn’t travel there myself. It was a consequential and confusing time in America, and the compulsion to go make better sense of my country by knowing it from one end to the other, by sharing that safe space of universal accord—a tee box—with people I wanted to understand: It was worth the months, I contended, and Allyson agreed. Once again, she said yes, which meant at least one of us believed I was up to the task.






GLENSIDE, PENNSYLVANIA
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I expected Mom and Dad to disapprove, but instead they threw me a party. Hearing their son was going to be on the road for eight months while his wife juggled a job and two young girls meant an opportunity for Mom to help with the babysitting and laundry. For Dad, it was an excuse to set a date for a send-off round. I had either cultivated a clan of golf enablers or they trusted that my ambitions were worthwhile. The pressure to prove the latter weighed heavily as I packed up my bags and prepared for my bon voyage.

We played Dad’s home course of LuLu, a curiously named and underrated Donald Ross outside of Philadelphia that was founded by a group of Shriners back in 1912. Dad assembled a group of fifteen golfers to join us: some cousins plus guys from the club to whom he had given my books over the years, whether they’d asked for them or not.

Dad put me in a foursome of Scranton cousins while he shared a cart with Dr. B, a dear family friend who had taken up the game at age seventy, and as a result brought all the agonizing golf habits of a very late bloomer. He was athletic for his age and still worked on his bench press, and though he was a genius in the operating room, the customs of a round of golf somehow eluded him. Or he was just old enough to not really care. Inspired by the look of the pros on TV, he once showed up for golf with my dad wearing a gardening glove. He brought out a stash of yellow balls and dumped them into their cart, and when my dad picked one up, it was heavy as musket shot.

“Where the hell did you get these?” Dad asked.

“My basement,” Dr. B replied. Apparently, he had found some old Dunlops, and to make them easier to spot, had coated them with a few layers of leftover house paint. It was soon clear that he’d have to paint more for next week; Dr. B didn’t care much for watching his drives or looking for balls, preferring to toss another one out onto the fairway—or to just go ahead and play the ball he’d found, which was usually my dad’s. I was happy to see him pull up at LuLu, but also happy enough to see his bag in the foursome behind ours.

I went around in 73 strokes, which seemed a good start to my venture. As with every round I played with Dad, I wanted to post a number not that I could brag about but that he could. Now eighty-five, his drives were fighting to reach the fairway, and breaking 100 was probably a goal he’d abandoned. Some people feared the days when their parents took to canes and wheelchairs, but for a golfing son, it was the forward tees that were hard to watch. So, I played my ass off when we got out together, knowing he would tell my mom and his friends what I shot, grateful that on those days my score would be his.

Mom was waiting for us at the end of eighteen with a spread of cheesesteaks to bid her Philadelphia son goodbye. The pro posted our scores on the wall, and I could hear Dad casually telling his buddies, “There’s a seventy-three on there. Anyone beat a seventy-three?” I’d won both net and gross, though I wasn’t allowed to collect the prizes—which was fine, because Dad’s prize table was three of my books.

I wasn’t sure how much, if any, of the trip Dad would be able to join me for. His back had been acting up, and long travel days spent finding me in some corner of the world were probably stories already written in those books on the table. He walked me out to my car and hugged me goodbye: “Be safe, Tom boy.” It was never play well or go low or make birdies but be safe. And it was always Tom boy. He was the only person who ever called me that. Whether we teed it up together during the next year or not, I knew Dad would be following. This trip was as much his as mine. He didn’t travel the world looking for hallowed golf holes, but he was a chaser, still hooked on finding the round, the hole, the shot that went right.

People who don’t play golf grow to envy their golfing neighbors, admiring it as a nifty game you can play to a ripe old age. What they don’t understand is that we don’t keep playing because we can; we play because we don’t know how to stop. It lands in our hands for just a moment before slipping through our fingers, and we grab for it again and again. It’s a shell game, a music man, a three-card monte from which we can’t walk away. Once in a while it glances back at us, and it’s achingly beautiful. A siren? Perhaps. But those sailors at least got the closure of wrecking on the rocks. Golfers find the rocks and just drop another ball.






NEWPORT, RHODE ISLAND
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“I probably wasn’t getting past Tiger,” Bill conceded with a smile. “But it was nice to see my name in the brackets with him.”

We were loosening up on the first tee at Newport Country Club, home to the pinnacle of Bill’s accomplished golf career. He had seven New Jersey club championships under his belt (four of which he won at Pine Valley, which was reason to keep Bill on the check-in-often list), and in 1995 he qualified for the US Amateur. Just getting to the US Am is to reach a rare stratosphere of golf, but hovering above it is making it through the thirty-six holes of stroke play and into the final sixty-four matches, which Bill did at Newport by bending a twenty-footer into his last hole. No matter that he was knocked out in the first round by future Tour player Mathew Goggin; busting through to match play was the rarest of achievements in amateur golf, and doing so was a memory Bill was eager to relive. So, when he heard that I was beginning my American crusade at Newport CC, my friend asked to come along and revisit his memories of Newport’s eighteenth green.

The rest of the world likely remembers it as the spot where Tiger stuffed his approach on the final hole to win his second consecutive US Amateur, coming back from two down to best Buddy Marucci. But for us, this was the place where my friend Bill, at the not-so-young age of forty-three, earned his ultimate prize: proof that he could play stick. Most of us spent our lives seeking that unmarred moment of our absolute best, but twenty-four years ago, Bill had watched his moment trickle over the edge of the cup. Now, he walked me over to the right side of the eighteenth green, ready to roll it home once again.

He missed by three feet, but no matter—his 1995 could never be spoiled. I expected the completion of my first round of the trip to be a more celebratory affair, but three hours of cold May rain was plenty. Bill and I both scooped up our balls and hurried for the clubhouse.

That morning, we were met before our round by George Peper, which was the best way I knew to begin any round, or day, or trip. The former editor of GOLF Magazine and a prolific author himself, his uncommon golf life had earned George a variety of rewards: He had once played eighteen holes on eighteen courses between dawn and dusk with Ben Crenshaw. Another publicity stunt allowed him to play the Old Course, Winged Foot, and Pebble Beach in one day. He’d spent years in St. Andrews in a home beside the eighteenth hole, and was a member of that club behind the tee on the first.

George had recently tallied his life’s golf courses in an article and had arrived at a number of 750. My total hung around 550, so when I read his number, I recalled thinking: I could overtake one of my golf-quantity heroes this very year. I didn’t mention this when rationalizing with Allyson—Don’t you want me to pass George Peper?—but I did consider it a welcome consequence of the travels ahead.

He showed us around the Newport clubhouse, which may have simultaneously been the most majestic and impractical building in golf. It resembled a fine French château sitting alone on the horizon, and approaching it via the long gravel driveway was like pulling up in a horse-drawn carriage, wondering if your princess was awaiting you inside. Its founders (establishment types who summered in Rhode Island in the 1890s, including John Jacob Astor IV, the wealthiest person to die on the Titanic and the second half of Waldorf-Astoria) had apparently forgotten to add a kitchen, so the large marble non-dining rooms felt somewhat superfluous. The locker room upstairs, however, did not, and George led us to the doors next to the lockers, which led onto a rainy balcony overlooking most of the course. Its subtle contours were still dark with winter, but its treeless spread against distant waters hinted at a links-like morning for the two of us.

George would not be joining our twosome for golf; he had to run home and help his wife pack for their annual month in Scotland, an excuse I envied for both its destination and its convenience, saving him from a morning of muddy pants and pruned fingers. As we changed our shoes by his locker, I gave George the broad strokes of my cross-country itinerary, and I watched his brow twist with a disapproving sort of confusion. My spirits dropped. If my golf-wandering hero thought I had planned too big, I was in rare and lonely territory.

“How long did it take you to arrange all of this?” George asked, and I admitted that I’d been staring at a mix of maps, spreadsheets, and emails canvassed across two screens in my Golffice for the better part of a year. Though I gave the impression that the planning was complete and all the tee times arranged, the best I’d been able to lock down were the next six weeks. The rest of my year was a timeline dotted with question marks.

Paring down the course list had been an act of agonizing editing, as well as an indicator of how entitled and inconsequential my life had become. My daily struggles involved gauging guest feedback on Airbnb or finding a way to squeeze Shoreacres into my itinerary (it still burns that I couldn’t).

With pins on my Google map denoting courses that made the final cut, I drew shapes around chunks of America that seemed manageable over two- to three-week stretches, breaking the country up into twelve segments. Three consecutive missed weekends at home seemed our max family tolerance, though two-day returns to do laundry and remind Allyson that I was leaving yet again probably brought more injury to her routine than help. Clustering the states effectively was a brain teaser I consistently flubbed: Damn, I missed Kentucky. And Hawaii. Again. But wrestling the map turned out to be a soft introduction to the planning.

Turning each chunk into an itinerary with tee times and accommodations and flights and rental cars—each piece contingent on whether a course allowed guests on Saturday mornings or was open on Mondays or didn’t have a member-guest on its calendar—was like playing Jenga with a broomstick. One email about a course closing for aeration and crash: start over. And that was assuming I could actually get on the courses. Over half of them were private. I might be able to ping some friends in New York or New Jersey for help, but Oklahoma? In my Irish and Scottish travels, I had never come so close to quitting the trip before it began, and there were very good Irish and Scottish reasons for that.

In both countries, I could dream up a map and go play, as visitors were welcome at nearly every club in the British Isles. Their clubs could be exclusive, but they didn’t claim sole dominion over the courses on which they played. Golf’s oldest societies often shared holes with a handful of other groups, their rivals’ clubhouses erected directly beside their own. Golf was originally a game of separation between club and course; not everyone was invited into the former, but go ahead and play the latter—and that practice continued in the UK and Ireland with a scheme of visitor greens fees that kept the courses in good shape without gouging the members.

That line between club and course was never drawn when golf came to America, and while golf thrived among American Anglophiles eager to imitate this British game, the fact that Yankee practitioners blended golf with the country-club movement of the late nineteenth century seemed one of the roots of golf’s struggles in the twenty-first.

George White’s “History of Golf” articles describe some version of golf being played in America as far back as the Revolutionary War. Golf historians point to a 1743 shipping receipt for ninety-six clubs and 432 balls sent from Scotland to Charleston as the first record of the game landing in the States. Going to war with Britain twice in forty years didn’t help a British game’s cause in the former colonies, however, and it wasn’t until the end of the nineteenth century that golf in America gained momentum, thanks to an industrial and economic boom that provided Americans with expendable money and time. In Golf and the American Country Club, Richard J. Moss highlights how this era of prosperity cut both ways when it came to golf, affording it new playing grounds but planting them behind fences.

It was a time of social change and economic mobility in America, and the old guard holding on to America’s puritanical roots felt the threat. They reacted with reform movements aimed at drinking, prostitution, and working conditions in the cities. While their efforts were well-intentioned, they were, in some ways, the last gasps of a Victorian elite in America—unless, of course, said elite could find safe havens to keep practicing their old modes of propriety among their peers. Coming together to enjoy the classically British arts of horse riding, cricket, foxhunting, and, eventually, golf was a restoration of order and Anglican civility in an America turned unruly by immigrants and new money.

As a result, the country club was born, in places like Boston and Philadelphia and New York. Prohibition played its part as well (the number of private clubs in America swelled during the 1920s, thanks in part to their capacity as safe drinking spaces), but even before booze was banned, the clubs were well-established bastions of high-born standards in America. By cornering the market on golf, British-loving American country clubs spawned a golf innovation that was not very British at all: no trespassing. This nineteenth-century country-club hangover made getting tee times in the twenty-first a genuine pain in the ass, and by keeping out visitors and favoring elaborate clubhouses with meticulously maintained grounds, we sure showed those Scots how to make golf cost a whole lot more.

In order to overcome this American golf problem, I employed the American golf strategy of begging for the benevolence of a member. I searched my emails and my contacts and my overflowing drawer of business cards, desperate to recall forgotten faces who once suggested over drinks on a patio: If you’re ever in Chicago…

It quickly became evident that every regional golf scene had a guy or gal who knew someone at every club in his or her section, and if that guy or gal had happened to receive one of your books for Christmas, then he or she could do a month’s worth of work for you in the space of an afternoon.

I found a few such willing accomplices, unlocking Chicago, Minnesota, San Francisco, Long Island, and Boston. But there remained a golden goose course where all my leads fizzled into the oblivion of unanswered email. I had been fortunate enough to once play Augusta, and living in Philadelphia meant I got the call to Pine Valley every few years, but the last member of the triumvirate of coveted American courses remained ever distant, an abandoned dream on a faraway coast.

Some people said they knew a guy at Cypress Point, but some people apparently lost their phones along the way. The thing that got me invited to most of the courses—the words on these pages—was actually a hindrance when it came to Cypress. They weren’t seeking publicity, and the writer label pinned me as a guest who might arrive with untoward motives. No matter—I had three hundred other courses to distract me from my one Monterey shortcoming. If Cypress was meant to happen, it would happen, I told myself before firing off another email to some-guy’s-cousin-in-California-who-knew-a-guy-who-played-Cypress-with-his-boss-once, and set my sights on Newport.

Recent tree removal had opened up long water views around the holes at Newport Country Club, and the place had the subtlety and quiet resolve of an old classic, not overly adorned or bunkered, a sort of archetype for seaside New England golf. Its proximity to an idyllic town helped raise my enthusiasm above the rain; my dad had been stationed there after the Korean War, so the evening before we played, I strolled past the cedar-shingled storefronts and cruised streets with yachting inspired names. The town was packed with toney beach clubs and nineteenth-century mansions and sleeping fishing boats. It seemed a place where you spent July pruning the garden or going to tea—so unlike my Jersey boardwalk summers, where the days were for sunburns and the nights were for throwing up in the cool ocean breeze. A gang of tourists gathered around the entrance of the church where Jackie and JFK had been married. On the tenth tee down at the golf course, the play was to aim for Jackie’s window, her childhood home looming large on the horizon.

I dined on clear broth chowder and a buttery lobster roll in a corner restaurant, feeling a new awareness about the wealth of my country, both old and new. I had never before visited the summer retreats of America’s East Coast dynasties, and now, having experienced one where a tech CEO was putting in a pool beside a Vanderbilt estate, I felt a bit dazed by this epiphany of money. Forget the 1 percent, those deadbeats; here were the .001 percent, a species with their own language and rituals who measured their wealth not by the money they had but by how little they thought about it.

I would discover that other stops on my map, like the Hamptons and Cape Cod and the Carolinas, all possessed pockets of hushed billionaire retreats (where nobody ever seemed to be home), and while I didn’t abide conspiracy theories, I did feel like a very small participant in a world moved by forces with which I was unfamiliar. I didn’t resent them for their wealth, and took solace in knowing that most of them probably couldn’t break 90, and might give a chunk of their portfolio to do so. This assumption wasn’t a dig—a friend had actually been there on a driving range when someone asked Mike Bloomberg how much he would pay to shoot par. He considered it for a moment, then replied, “Five billion.”

George never asked why my journey was beginning in Newport. He knew the history behind the choice—I had read about it in one of his books, after all. Newport was not just a founding club of the USGA (along with Shinnecock, Saint Andrew’s, Chicago Golf, and Brookline) but also the site of the first US Open and first US Amateur, depending on whose history you read. While today the USGA celebrates Newport’s 1895 Open as the original, when I later visited Texas, I found a venue list in the program from the 1941 Open at Colonial that began with an 1894 US Open at Saint Andrew’s in New York. Somewhere along the way, the narrative shifted, much to Saint Andrew’s chagrin. I imagined that this rivalry over US Open provenance stemmed from a broader divide about who should be called the patriarch of golf in America—Saint Andrew’s John Reid or the force that was Charles Blair Macdonald.

Both American businessmen of Scottish roots—Reid born in Scotland, Macdonald in Canada but educated in Scotland—Reid got the nod as golf’s granddad for his pioneering initiative, after asking a friend headed overseas to bring back some clubs from Old Tom’s shop in St. Andrews. When the sticks arrived, Reid took his friends to a field across the street from his home, where someone achieved American golf’s first whiff in February of 1888. Their group would grow and move up the street to an apple orchard (I struggle to imagine Yonkers being full of fields and orchards, but I take Saint Andrew’s club history as truth), where onlookers labeled them the Apple Tree Gang for their meeting spot by the first tee. They officially dubbed themselves the Saint Andrew’s Golf Club so as to stake their claim as the American home of golf.

Charles Blair Macdonald would likely have balked at the notion of golf in an apple orchard. Raised on the Old Course and introduced to the game by Old Tom himself, he was a renowned bellyacher, but golf owes a debt to his stubbornness. It was his rancor regarding the pedestrian state of American courses that gave birth to some of the country’s greatest venues in the early 1900s, when he and his partner Seth Raynor set out to remedy America’s shortage of interesting holes. Macdonald’s protests over the results of the 1894 Amateur at Saint Andrew’s, where he lost in the finals to one of Saint Andrew’s own members, led to the formation of the USGA as a governing body to oversee national championships. Macdonald got his do-over in 1895 when the first USGA-sanctioned championships took place at Newport. He prevailed and became America’s first US Amateur champion, or perhaps its third.

There had been an even earlier version of a national championship at Newport a month prior to the 1894 Saint Andrew’s tournament, where Macdonald shot 100 and lost before declaring the event illegitimate for its stroke play format, and for a bad ruling he received when his ball got snookered by a stone wall. Lost in all these theatrics was poor Willie Dunn Jr., the pro who should have gone down as the first US Open champion for his win at Saint Andrew’s (the Open and Am tournaments were originally played on consecutive days), but his victory was expunged for being pre-USGA; Horace Rawlins took his spot in the record books when he won the Open at Newport the following year, where Dunn came in second.

While it’s said that Macdonald’s own friends dodged him to avoid another discourse on the state of the game, he should get credit for giving American golf confidence and an identity, and for pushing it out from under Scotland’s shadow. His National Golf Links on Long Island took the best hole designs of the British Isles and recast them with American ambition and vigor, stringing together a symphony to rival any eighteen in the world. National was my Cypress substitute for the best course I was going to see this year, though in the meantime, the courses of Rhode Island didn’t feel too far off the pace.






LITTLE COMPTON, RHODE ISLAND

[image: Image]

George took a break from his packing to reconvene with us at Newport. With his US Am memories revived, Bill headed home to New Jersey while I followed George’s car over to his regular summer hang, a course called Sakonnet. A hand-painted placard hanging by the entrance showed its name along with a depiction of fields and stone walls and, curiously, a large red heart. By the time I passed that sign again, I would deem it an appropriate symbol. While Newport owned the history and the prestige, Sakonnet had all the love and charm of a valentine.

As at our previous stop, its topography was mild seaside terrain, a gently rippled layout ruled by wind and water. While Newport was a Tillinghast, little Sakonnet (and it was little in the coziest sense, with a wee locker room off the pro shop that felt like a closet with shelves for your shoes) had design chops, too. A sign announced Donald Ross as both “Architect and Member,” and I was told his summer cottage was just around the corner. I thought to myself that Sakonnet had to be good if Ross chose to play his own golf here, and I soon learned it was—a tidy routing of crowned par 4s divided by old rock walls, greens that butted up against the bay, and an effortless vibe showcasing that most brilliant tool in any architect or artist’s bag: restraint. Ross gave the waterside setting top billing, and rightly so.

Gil Hanse had come in a few years before to restore the Ross features and build two new holes, and he added tight chipping areas that flowed into the next tee, a Hanse calling card I adored. It was a tiny touch, not using any rough to separate a green complex from a tee box, but for me it provided a course with unity and momentum, giving one’s movement from green to tee the feeling of a plot unfolding. It felt like golf’s version of an infinity pool, and it subtly nodded to golf’s first rule, codified in 1744: “You must Tee your Ball, within a Club’s length of the Hole.” The next time you watch a birdie putt get pushed offline by a ball mark, consider the gashes that golf’s forefathers were putting through.

It was a shame to catch my day-one courses in conditions that hid their personality. These were bump-and-bounce courses, with seaside winds forcing you to engage the tilts of firm fairways, but that day they were mostly splat courses, with mud seeping into my shoes. I did the math in my head as I hiked up the last fairway; 78 and 76 were respectable starts, I figured, for golf in the slop. I had told myself the scores wouldn’t matter on this journey, even though they always mattered, a barometer whereby I judged my station as a golfer, and thus a metric for my self-image, for better and often worse. But there by the Sakonnet clubhouse, a reminder to try to do otherwise waved to me. The Rhode Island state flag snapped white against gray clouds, showing a golden anchor circled by stars, with one word emblazoned underneath. Its four letters pulled my feet forward. I had thought I was beginning in Rhode Island because of headstrong Macdonald, whose protests anointed Newport as the birthplace of the US Open, but I preferred this new vision as to why I was starting here. Two courses down and too many left to fathom, but as the rain poured off my fingers, I saw HOPE, quite literally, on my horizon.






GROTON, CONNECTICUT
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The one-story clubhouse showcased beer-branded banners announcing Sunday brunch specials, and I found six strangers milling about the putting green at Shennecossett. It was early on a Wednesday, and they were all too young for retirement, so I wondered if I’d arrived in the midst of a tournament. Discovering that they were here to put their stamp on my map was strange and humbling; they had learned my whereabouts on social media and were ready to become the first new citizens of A Course Called America. I patriated them with grateful handshakes. The road ahead was long, but now it didn’t feel so lonely.

Shenny is a rare Donald Ross public, and a very good one at that. While some of his holes had been lost to commercial incursion, the course’s routing tilted toward a waterside meeting point of the Thames River and Long Island Sound (if you find yourself lucky enough to be boated out to the Fishers Island Club, look left, and you’ll see a green sliver of Shenny). We played in two foursomes of New Englanders and golfers from farther afield. One attendee had joined us from Delaware, which made me want to reimburse him for gas, or to apologize for not being as interesting as Instagram might make me seem.

A young man named Nathan hadn’t traveled as far; he was a clean-cut thirtysomething with a country-club swing, but his No Laying Up towel revealed him to be woke, a label of honor among golf’s new breed of informed practitioners uninterested in the game’s fusty status quo. Speaking with him reminded me that while the game as we knew it was languishing, golf as we might not yet know it was brimming with enthusiasm and possibility.

“I really got burned out with the competitive side of it, and for me, all I cared about was score,” Nathan explained as we wandered toward our tee balls. “If I was playing on this course where I knew I needed to birdie the first hole and didn’t, I was basically ruined for the day—literally one bad shot and I felt like I was done. I needed to walk away, so I gave up the game for about a year and a half, and what really got me back into it was the community. Not necessarily the golf community locally but actually online. All these guys left messages on Instagram and were doing new and interesting things with golf and new brands and new ideas—it drew me back to the game. The little things about golf were what I really loved about it, and if it was hitting persimmons or using old clubs or any way to kind of have fun with it as opposed to trying to make a score and play for the best shot of my life—that got me playing again. Playing nine holes or eighteen holes, or walking nine after work, that’s the small swing. That’s the small bit of time. The rest of it is the fun part that lasts longer. It’s thinking about my bag, thinking about clubs, thinking about where to go next, seeing photos online, learning architecture, getting ideas from podcasts—that’s the incredible community part of golf. That’s what helped me get back into it.”

Nathan’s perspective was woke indeed. I had spent plenty of hours following my ball across a field, but what about the time I’d spent replaying that walk? Planning the next one? Strategizing my gear, or planning this trip? They were all happy hours, and most had been spent in socks instead of spikes. Testimonies from the front lines of golf would tell you tee times were down and courses were closing in 2019, but industry reports couldn’t quantify the new ways in which golf was being consumed. Such metrics didn’t account for Nathan and his peers, who didn’t belong to country clubs or play five days a week, who spent most of their nonworking hours in the conversation but not on the course. In Dad’s playing era, there was golf time, work time, home time; technology now stirred that all together, and instead of showing up on Saturday morning for a regular game at the club, golf’s next generation was tuned in to a broad community where a tweet about some wanderer who was playing Shennecossett tomorrow was reason to call in sick and come meet fellow members of a global golf club that required nothing more than a username to join.

At the end of our morning round, as I dropped my clubs into the trunk and waved to that morning’s playing partners passing by as their cars left the lot, it occurred to me that this trip was already reorganizing my emotional constitution. We had just spent four hours talking about matters of minor importance, laughing at our on-course inadequacies, and cheering our small triumphs, and ended it with an exchange of phone numbers and email addresses. There was no pretension to any of it, and I wondered if I had just effortlessly acquired a few of those things men so famously failed to collect: friends.



It’s well-documented sociology that men struggle with genuine friendships. Many call it a crisis, and studies have deemed adult male loneliness a greater threat to their health than smoking or obesity. Loners live with an increased risk of cancer, stroke, and heart disease, while their friend-healthy female counterparts reap the rewards of community and connection. But it wasn’t always that way. In early adolescence, boys bond as well as girls do, but somewhere around the age of fifteen—the same age depression begins to spike—dudes start shutting down. They stop needing or seeking friends, describing it as a sign of weakness or femininity. And thus begins the lonely road of the American male.

The distractions of modernity have only made retreat easier, and when men do converse with other men, scholars describe them as “shoulder to shoulder” interactions, while women excel at face-to-face friendships. (Take a look around your next cocktail party, and watch women speak to one another while guys lip their drinks and eye a blank television.) Whatever the root cause, I perused the studies and came to a happy conclusion: Thank you, golf. You are saving my life.

My golf friendships aren’t bonds of psychotherapeutic perfection; I’m more interested in beating my playing partners than having a chat, a pastime I never really mastered or valued. Trish, Brendan’s wife, would inquire for updates after our rounds: How are Tom’s kids? How’s Allyson? How was their trip to Florida? His weekly response: I don’t know. This always confused her. Didn’t you just spend half the day with him? What did you talk about?

What did we talk about? Golf, I guess. And stuff.

But sometimes, I realized, that stuff really did matter. In not asking for information, it was offered. It was on the golf course that another friend once confided that his marriage had dissolved into an acrimonious mess, that he was losing his kids and was holding on by a very thin thread. I’d heard confessions of infidelity, of financial jeopardy, of teens who hated their fathers’ guts with heartbreaking and inscrutable intensity. Waiting to hit on a par 3 could become a mini-confessional, because golf friendships possessed some of those vital elements that therapists would approve of: trust and genuine vulnerability.

I had seen scores of alpha males turn fragile on the first tee and witnessed bulls of the business world sink into meek apologizers, humbled by our game. The trials of a round of golf could break us down to the point where, by the sixteenth hole, four quiet acquaintances had become comrades rowing a lifeboat. I had no plans to call any of my new friends for an afternoon chat—chatting was a concept that made me wince—but at least I had the golf course, where walking shoulder to shoulder was better than walking alone.

I had spent more hours walking beside my dad than any other partner. Thanks to our shared pastime, Dad was both father and friend, and though it trickled out slowly, so many evenings spent together in the grill room revealed his story, with details he wouldn’t have shared in another setting. He grew up in the coal-cracking corner of Pennsylvania, where one of his earliest childhood memories was running home from a friend’s house after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, looking up at a plane in the sky and thinking Scranton was under attack. He played basketball and football at Central High and later attended Penn because my grandfather had, back when Bs and a legacy could get you into the Ivy League. With the Korean War well underway, he found a draft card waiting for him by the door when he returned home after graduation, and was soon following his older brother’s footsteps into the navy.

He married my mother while on leave, and for their honeymoon, the new officer and his bride traveled from Scranton to San Diego in a white Ford Fairlane convertible, two kids who had never left the Northeast heading for a new post. He shipped off soon after arrival, so Mom knocked on doors in their apartment complex and introduced herself: “My name is Alice Coyne. I don’t know anyone here, and my husband just left for the war.” She made a quick circle of close friends, in a former America where you opened the door to strangers, or opened your front door at all.

After the war, Mom and Dad settled back in Philadelphia, where another officer from Dad’s destroyer (his hearing never quite recovered from the cannon blasts) said he could get him a job with a brokerage firm. He built his business while they had two daughters and three sons. I was well at the back of the pack, a rhythm-method surprise who ended up being closer in age to my nieces than to my siblings.

Dad returned to Philadelphia in the 1960s not just with a job waiting for him but with golf clubs. Scranton Irish didn’t play a lot of golf, so it wasn’t until he was back from deployment and working a navy desk in California that he took his first swing. He and his officer buddies would walk across the street at lunchtime to the naval base nine-holer and hack away on their break. The golf bug dug in quickly; he started playing Torrey Pines on the weekends (its military rate was so cheap that he couldn’t afford not to golf), and eventually joined Rolling Green outside Philadelphia, a Quaker club that was friendly to Catholics, where many years later I would learn to golf, caddie, bullshit, drink, and smoke, the five primary pastimes of my youth.

For fifteen years I lived my summer months at Rolling Green, writing or caddying in the morning, then heading to the course or the range. Mom spent the summers down the Jersey Shore while Dad stayed up home to watch the market, so every weekday afternoon I waited for him to come around the corner toward the pro shop, his tie already loosened, ready to tee it up.

We’d play until dark and then eat dinner in the grill—the same holes, the same menu every night—and it never got old. They were the best summers of my life. In my memory it all feels like a sun paused on the horizon, the air light and cool, the only sound our golf cart racing for home, its engine echoing through the trees at dusk. I don’t recall what Dad and I talked about; I don’t think we talked about very much at all. We usually watched the Phillies and complained about their hitting, then went home and slept in rooms on opposite ends of the house, nothing on the calendar but the same day tomorrow.

I didn’t know any other twentysomethings who spent as much time with their fathers, and more than anything else golf has given me—and its gifts have been abundant—I’m grateful to it for that. I’m grateful that Dad decided to follow one of his navy buddies across the street to that nine-holer. I hoped to one day visit that San Diegan ground zero for golf in our family; I owed it a lot. Who knows what life would look like if Dad hadn’t found it—where I’d be, or what I’d be looking for. But because he had, I pulled out of the parking lot at Shenny with clear purpose and destination. I’m sure he’d been pleased and maybe even impressed by what I’d found in the British Isles, but for a retired United States serviceman, I imagined this quest meant a little bit more. Two days in and I was already looking forward to returning home safe and well and telling Dad that I’d played this country, and yes, I had found it: the Great American Golf Course.






NEW HAVEN, CONNECTICUT
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I felt a chip growing on my shoulder as I approached the gray walls of Yale. Notre Dame was in the top twenty, I told myself. The Catholic Ivy, people say. Granted, those people mostly went to Notre Dame, but no matter—I wasn’t here to give a lecture. I was here to see if the course lived up to the lore.

I had heard the Course at Yale described by some architecture wonks as their favorite day of golf. It was a C. B. Macdonald/Seth Raynor design of wide acclaim carved out of forest and rock and swamp, a vast canvas where Raynor re-created Macdonald’s template holes in grand scale. It was also a walk I had been warned about—the climbs were apparently knee-breakers.

Of course, I was excited about Yale because I actually knew what template holes were, and who Seth Raynor was. Along with Charlie Banks and Charles Macdonald, he was part of the National School of design, not to be confused with the Ross School or the Philadelphia School. If one preferred the alternative grouping of golf architecture schools—the Penal, the Heroic, and the Strategic—he or she might be inclined to place Raynor within the third (credit to Geoff Shackelford, whose writings elucidate these design taxonomies). And if all of the above sounds superfluous, like a wine-tasting lecture when all you want to know is if it’s a twist-off, you’re not alone.
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