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For Margo, Elizabeth, and Katie


HITTING ON THE RANGE

Ben Hogan found the secret first. The other golfers of the time looked at Hogan with a mixture of wonder and pity. He practiced golf. He practiced swinging a golf club mornings, afternoons, evenings, and well into darkness. He practiced until his hands bled, until hard scabs formed, and then until they bled again. Years later, when people talked about how much Hogan suffered for his craft, he corrected them. “I did not suffer,” he told them. “I loved it all.” How could he explain this? Hogan loved to practice more than he loved playing the game itself.

Why? Hogan was a haunted man. His father had committed suicide when Ben was nine; many would believe that Chester Hogan shot himself while young Ben watched. Hogan never said anything about that. He became famous for being remote. Though he played golf in front of crowds, he always seemed alone. In Scotland they called him the Wee Ice Mon.

One story: At the Masters in 1947, Hogan’s playing partner, and one of his closest friends on tour, Claude Harmon, made a hole-in-one at Augusta National’s famous 12th hole. Hogan made a birdie on the same hole. After Harmon absorbed all the raucous cheers from the crowd, he noticed Hogan doing an unusual thing: walking over to say something. This had never happened before. “Finally,” Harmon thought, “Ben Hogan is going to congratulate me and tell me I hit a nice shot.”

Hogan took a drag from his cigarette, flicked it away, and said, “You know, Claude, I can’t remember the last time I made a birdie on that hole.”

Until Ben Hogan came along, the goal of professional golfers was to make it all look as easy as possible. Many were hustlers, con men, gamblers, who made the bulk of their living at country clubs, where they coaxed rich amateur golfers into believing that they never practiced. The most admired professional golfer was Walter Hagen, a man who would drink and carouse all night and play breathtaking golf the next day. His motto: “Don’t hurry, don’t worry, you’re only here for a short visit. So don’t forget to stop and smell the roses.”

The best players of Hogan’s time—Sam Snead, Gene Sarazen, and especially Byron Nelson—followed Hagen’s path. They played golf for money and practiced as little as possible. It was Nelson in particular, with his glorious and unvarying swing, who baffled Hogan. He was a great player, but Hogan believed that with effort he could be better. “He’s too lazy to practice,” Hogan said.

Nelson responded, “Tell Ben I already learned how to swing a golf club.”

Nelson and others simply did not get what Hogan wanted. He was good enough to play golf for money. What was all the practice about? Then, in late 1947, the year he turned thirty-five, Hogan found what he had been seeking. He found a secret. He had been a good golfer. After he stumbled upon the secret, he would grow into an almost mythical figure.

What did he find that day? People still ask. All anyone can say for sure is that after learning this secret, Hogan hit every drive down the middle of the fairway. His approach shots all danced around the hole. Golf, like life, is unconquerable, and yet Hogan never missed. He won his first U.S. Open in 1948, and he won nine other tournaments.

In early 1949, Hogan was almost killed after a head-on collision with a Greyhound bus. The secret, he would say, inspired his recovery. Sixteen months after the crash, though he still had difficulty walking, he returned to play in the U.S. Open. He won. It was the biggest sports story of 1951. A year later, he won the Masters and the U.S. Open. Then, in 1953, he won the Masters, the U.S. Open, and the British Open. Up to that moment the greatest achievement in golf history had been Bobby Jones’s Grand Slam (all four majors in one year) of 1930: the U.S. and British Opens and the U.S. and British Amateur Championships. In many ways, Hogan’s feat was even more remarkable. New York threw him a ticker-tape parade.

“We are proud of you not only as a great competitor and master of your craft,” President Eisenhower wrote in a telegram handed to Hogan as the parade began, “but also as an envoy extraordinary in the business of building friendship for America.”

Hogan looked exhausted. His wife said he had lost twenty pounds. He told the assembled press that he was happy with his achievement, but he was ready to get back to practice.

Over the years, Hogan developed an aura, becoming the closest thing in golf to a holy man. In his later years, his ability to putt a golf ball into the hole abandoned him. He grew so spooked by his putting troubles that he would stand over a putt, frozen as a statue, as if unable even to pull back the club. But he continued to hit his woods and irons purely well into his sixties. The secret he had discovered in 1947 sustained him. When he practiced, crowds formed around him, and in those crowds were other professional golfers trying to learn what only he knew.

What did Hogan find in 1947? He called it “the Secret.” Well, at first he called it a secret, but over time it became the Secret. Golfers everywhere had to know what it was; it became something of a national obsession. In 1953 Golf Digest wrote a story titled “Hogan’s Secret,” which claimed that the key to his staggering consistency was a twenty-minute training routine that involved hitting golf balls with his feet clamped together as if he were bound by rope and about to be thrown onto railroad tracks. Many golfers tried the program; their shots still sprayed left and right.

On April 5, 1954, the cover of Life magazine featured saguaro cactuses at sunset. The main headline, “The World We Live in (Part VI): The Desert,” was in the top right-hand corner. Below that, in only slightly smaller letters, was another headline: “Ben Hogan’s Secret: A Debate.”

“I have a secret,” Hogan was quoted as saying. “It’s easy to see if I tell you where to look.”

In Life that week, seven golf experts tried to unravel the Secret. The PGA champion Walter Burkemo theorized that Hogan’s trick was that he “drops his hands at the top of the backswing.” Claude Harmon guessed the key had something to do with the lack of rotation of Hogan’s body as he swung: “Hogan’s body doesn’t turn, it just slides forward.” Sam Snead, Hogan’s greatest rival, believed the whole Secret thing was nonsense, but he took a guess anyway and said Hogan hit the ball straight every time because his hands never crossed during the swing. These guesses sent golfers across America scurrying to the practice range to try out the possibilities. And golf scores across the country stayed exactly where they had been.

A few months later, Hogan himself graced the cover of Life magazine. The headline: “Ben Hogan Tells His Secret.” He was reportedly paid $10,000—more than twice the median income of families in 1954—to divulge the Secret. He explained that the thing he had discovered on the practice range that day in 1947 was something old Scottish golfers called “pronation.” This involved bending his left wrist backward at the top of the backswing after making a slight grip change.

Almost immediately, people were convinced that Hogan was holding out. Pronation? This could not be the real Secret. People tried the pronation thing, and if anything they found their slices drifting farther to the right and their snap hooks burying deeper in the bushes. Golfers tried changing their grips, tried bending their wrists more, tried pronating all they could. Their golf didn’t get any better. This was no secret.

Funny thing: the pronation letdown did not dampen golfers’ enthusiasm; instead it convinced them that Hogan was keeping the true Secret to himself. Many of Hogan’s friends revealed that he had told them (and them alone) the true Secret, but their versions were no more fulfilling or helpful than pronation. Hogan once told the golfer Ben Crenshaw that the Secret was to hit the ball on the second groove of the clubface. What kind of secret was that? It was like telling a baseball hitter that the way to hit home runs is to hit the ball on the ninth stitch or telling an aspiring superhero that the secret to flight is to fly above the ground.

Hogan himself hinted through the years that, yes, he did keep the real Secret to himself. Snead famously said, “Anybody can say he’s got a secret if he won’t tell what it is.” In his compelling book Hogan, Curt Sampson quotes Golf Magazine editor Jim Frank as saying, “I always had the feeling he was laughing at us.”

But many golfers—countless golfers—believed. The story of Hogan transforming, almost overnight, inspired a new generation of golfers to practice compulsively, ten or twelve hours a day, searching for that formula that would solve the riddle of golf.

One of those true believers was a freckled kid from Kansas City with a fast swing, a gap-toothed smile, and a tendency to splatter golf balls into sand traps and high grass. He would go to the practice range and hit golf balls for so many hours that, like Hogan, he inspired curious looks from other golfers. After Tom Watson read about Hogan he said, “His purpose really became all-consuming. I was drawn to that.”

Watson met Hogan only once, and many years later he did not remember much about the meeting. By then Hogan’s remoteness had grown into something more; he became a recluse. He gave no interviews. He almost never made public appearances. Sometimes people would see him around Fort Worth, and they would inevitably ask if he would whisper to them the true Secret.

And Hogan, if he was in the mood to say anything, would take a drag of his cigarette and say, “It’s in the dirt. Go dig it up for yourself.”


THE SECRET

EVERY SHOT MATTERS

One of the big differences between amateur and pro golfers is how we practice. I see amateurs out on the driving range just hitting golf balls one after another without thinking. All they’re doing is ingraining bad habits. It drives me crazy to see that. Every shot you hit should matter. Every shot you hit should have a purpose. Ask yourself: “Why am I here?”

TOM WATSON

Tom Watson believes this: The point of playing golf is playing golf well. He does not accept any counterargument. Over the years, I have said to him, “Look, some people just want to play golf for fun. They don’t care what they shoot. They just want to be out there, in the sunshine, among the trees, walking around with friends and a beer and . . .”

At this point, Watson will cut me off and bark, “It’s no fun shooting a lousy score.”

This is Watson’s core conviction. No, he does not think every amateur can be a great golfer, but he does think every amateur can be a better golfer with a little guidance, a little work, and, most important, a shift in ambition. Many times I have watched him react when people ask him how much they should practice to improve their game. He grins that tight grin of his, the one that reflects not joy but some other elusive emotion, and the man who practiced as much as any golfer since Hogan says, “You determine that. But I’ll bet it’s more than you practice now.”

Late in his life, in 2014, Watson was asked to captain the U.S. Ryder Cup team for the second time. The first time, twenty-one years earlier, the team won a stirring victory over Europe; this time things went wrong. Watson was a sixty-five-year-old golf legend, grumpy, stubborn, and hungry to win in a way that might be considered unseemly to younger players. And the players on the team were young, rich, successful, and perhaps a little bit satisfied. The Ryder Cup, after all, is a golf exhibition between players from the United States and players from Europe. It is only as important as the players make it.

On the Saturday night before the final day of matches, the U.S. team always has a party for the players and their wives or girlfriends. This should give you an idea of the light atmosphere surrounding the Ryder Cup. The United States trailed by a sizable margin, and Watson was fuming. Several of his moves had backfired. The team had disappointed him. But the Saturday night party is a long-standing tradition, and the players gave Watson a signed replica Ryder Cup trophy. According to various news stories, quoting various anonymous players, Watson horrified everyone by grumping that he did not want the replica. He had come for the real Ryder Cup.

With Watson, it always comes back to that question: Why am I here?

Many years ago, when I wrote a daily column for Watson’s hometown newspaper, The Kansas City Star, he called to complain about something I had written. Complaints are part of a sportswriter’s daily life, of course, but this was an unusual call. Watson did not call to correct something I wrote about golf. He did not even call to criticize the grammar, though he has a well-earned reputation as a grammar scold. No, he called to tell me to stop writing those damned list columns.

I was still a young columnist then, still finding my way, and every week I would write a column filled with lists. The lists could be of anything: “Five rules baseball should change” or “Four reasons why the Masters is better than the U.S. Open” or “Six teams that should change their nicknames.” It was a gimmick, filler, but it seemed to me a relatively inoffensive thing. Watson was offended.

He called me at the office. Best I remember I had never had a complete conversation with him before.

“This is Tom Watson,” he said. “Let me ask you a question. What do you want to be?”

“I’m sorry?”

“What do you want to be?” he repeated.

At this point, I stammered something.

“Do you want to be great?” he asked, piercing my pauses. “Do you want to be thought of the way the greatest sportswriters are thought of, the way people think about Red Smith and Jim Murray and Frank Deford? Do you want to be loved like they are loved? I think it’s a question you need to ask yourself. Why do you do what you do? What’s it all about? Do you want to be great? Not enough people ask themselves that question. It’s the most important question. It’s the only question.”

And then he asked me again, “So, do you want to be great?”

There was Watson’s question. Ask yourself: Why am I here?

“Yeah,” I mumbled. “Yeah, I mean, sure, I want to be great.”

“Then stop writing those damned list columns.” And he said good-bye and hung up the phone.


HOLE NO. 1

A Scottish golf joke: An American traveled to Scotland to play some golf. The man loved golf, though he lacked the aptitude; he played relentlessly and poorly. He traveled throughout Scotland, all the wonderful old links courses, leaving behind a sad trail of child-size divots and lost golf balls. Finally he came to Turnberry, the famous golf course on the Firth of Clyde in southwestern Scotland. For a golfer there are few landscapes in the world quite like it. As you walk along the firth, the wind tosses and pushes you. Across the water you see Ailsa Craig, a tall rock island where puffins and gannets hover. There are many people, including the course’s current owner, Donald Trump, who say Turnberry is the most beautiful golf course on earth.

The American looked at Turnberry with both awe and fear. He hired a caddie and began with an optimistic first drive, then he went about his business of hooking and slicing hopeless shots into gorse bushes and pot bunkers.

“This is how I play,” he kept repeating apologetically, and his caddie said nothing at all. Finally, after another of his many hopeless shots, the man asked his caddie, “Any advice?”

The caddie looked up and said, “Ye micht keep yer een oan th’ wee baw.”

The man played this over in his mind and realized the caddie was saying “You might keep your eyes on the little ball.” Well, this struck him as sound advice. Like so many amateurs, he had a habit of taking his eyes off the ball while he swung the club. When he stood over his next shot, he said to himself, “Keep your eyes on the ball. You might keep your eyes on the ball. Ye micht keep yer een oan th’ wee baw.” Then he began his swing, and it felt different somehow, smoother. At impact he heard a beautiful sound, a gorgeous thump, and he watched awestruck as his drive soared true, splitting the fairway in half. It was the most perfect shot he had ever hit.

The man felt the wind against his face, and he stared out over the land to the stunning Turnberry Hotel in the distance. It was beautiful—green and blue, rolling hills and dunes. He raced after his caddie, who had already started walking, and when they reached the golf ball the man once again told himself, “Ye micht keep yer een oan th’ wee baw.” Again he felt that smooth swing, heard the invigorating thump of club meeting ball, and watched as the ball floated happily over Wilson’s Burn, the stream that protects the flag on the 16th hole. The ball plopped on the green and skipped toward the hole, stopping five feet short.

“Incredible!” the man shouted, and he promptly walked up to his ball, repeated his mantra, and putted it in for a birdie.

“Amazing,” he said. “Any more advice?”

The caddie looked up briefly then back at the ground. “Ye micht keep yer een oan th’ wee baw,” he said again.

Same advice. The man stepped to the 17th, a par-5, and cleared his head of all thoughts except the words of his caddie. Now he said it to himself with a Scottish brogue. Ye micht keep yer een oan th’ wee baw. His drive was brilliant again, straight and true, and his second shot rolled up close to the green. His chip shot for eagle almost dropped into the hole, and he made his second straight birdie.

“I have to tell you this,” he said to the caddie. “I’ve never made back-to-back birdies in my life. This is amazing. You’ve cured me.”

The caddie shrugged. “Ye micht keep yer een oan th’ wee baw,” he said again.

On the 18th hole, the man cleared his mind one more time. Een oan th’ baw. Een oan th’ baw. He watched the ball, began the same backswing, and came down with the same swing that had felt so good the previous two holes . . . and this time he snap-hooked his drive so violently that the ball began curving left the instant he hit it. It did not stop curving until it was a hundred yards off-line and lost forever in angry-looking vegetation.

The man shouted to his caddie, “Oh no! Where did that go?”

The caddie shrugged. “Lik’ ah tellt ye,” the man said. “Th’ way ye play golf, ye micht keep yer een oan th’ wee baw.”

•  •  •

Tom Watson and Jack Nicklaus stood at the 16th tee of Turnberry that day in 1977, and all around them was chaos. In the gallery, shirtless men the color of pink grapefruit pushed and bumped into each other as they tried to get a view of the two golfers. Normally sensible people could not stop babbling, even after golf marshals pleaded with them for silence. The golf world felt like it was tilting off balance. When it comes to golf, Scottish people are famously reserved, undemonstrative, difficult to impress. Golf is like church in Scotland, church like golf.

That day, though, the final day of what later was called the Duel in the Sun, sunburned Scots skittered around Turnberry like it was Woodstock. They could not stop jumping and chattering and moving. It was the golf Watson and Nicklaus were playing: nobody had ever seen anything quite like it. The men hit gorgeous shot after gorgeous shot, brilliant putt after brilliant putt—it was music, not golf. Years later, a member named Jack Boyd, who would become the unofficial historian of Turnberry, remembered feeling like everyone was walking five feet off the ground. The golf was so heavenly, Boyd said, the Scottish wind dared not blow.

•  •  •

The people of Scotland did not know Tom Watson, not yet. He was the challenger then, the young golfer who dared be king. Watson did not know Scotland either. He did not yet understand why people spoke so reverentially about Scottish links golf. He was a sensible midwesterner raised by sensible midwestern parents to cherish sensible midwestern values. Don’t brag. Don’t draw attention. Win modestly. Lose with dignity. You get what you deserve. Watson believed this was true of life, and even more, true of golf. He grew up playing the golf of retributive justice.

In links golf, though, that was turned upside down. In links golf, you deserve whatever you get.

Like all links courses, Turnberry is built on rolling dunes that link the land and the sea. Before there was golf, Turnberry looked like a golf course. The golf courses in Kansas City and around the American Midwest, where Watson grew up, are lined with trees, dotted with lakes and traps with fluffy white sand. They are built with bulldozers and shovels. Links courses, the Scots say, are found, not built. They feature few trees and very little water, and the sand traps are holes in the ground. A perfect links golf course looks like it was built by God and untouched by human hands. There’s a famous Sam Snead line; he was on a train passing by the Old Course at St. Andrews, the place where golf as we know it began. “Say,” Snead said as he looked out the window, “it looks like there used to be a golf course there.”

The pride Scottish people have when recounting that story is telling. St. Andrews is the near-perfect essence of links golf. On Sundays at St. Andrews, people walk their dogs on the world’s most famous golf course. They ride skateboards on the hard grass. Scottish golf courses have no tricks, no man-made lakes in your path, no planted trees to block the view of flags. Links courses rely on nature to guard the hole. The dunes make golf balls bounce unpredictably. Native grasses and gorse bushes eat golf balls. Golf architects dig small, deep sand bunkers where rabbits once clawed the land, where sheep slept.

And there is the weather. In Scotland they say, “Nae wind, nae rain, nae golf.” It is a philosophy, not only of golf but also of life.

All this meant little to the twenty-seven-year-old Tom Watson. He had a specific, even Catholic idea about how golf should be played. Good shots were to be rewarded. Bad shots were to be punished. This was the game his father, Ray Watson, taught him.

So it confounded him that in links golf good shots would sometime bounce erratically and drop into those nasty pot bunkers. Bad shots sometimes would roll through the high grass and prickly plants and settle on a pristine piece of land. The wind often could not be judged; it would gust and bluster and then suddenly fall still. A perfectly struck shot hit into calm air would run into a new wall of wind and get knocked out of the sky like a clay pigeon. The next shot might be turned left by a fresh wind and disappear.

“This is not golf,” Watson thought.

•  •  •

Watson and Nicklaus stared out toward the Turnberry Hotel in the distance and waited. One of them was going to win the Open Championship; one of them was not. There was no one else left. They had hit so many brilliant shots on the final day that they left the tournament behind. They were each ten shots under par, the lowest scores in the history of the Open Championship (as it is called in Great Britain and around the world—never the British Open). The third-place golfer, Hubert Green, was an impossible nine shots behind.

Watson studied Nicklaus’s face. How many times through the years had he studied Nicklaus’s face? A hundred? A thousand? Watson hoped there was something revealing there, something that might explain Nicklaus’s greatest strength: the way his mind worked when he was under pressure.

Golfers make mistakes—people make mistakes—when a moment grows tense. They make mistakes in judgment, mistakes in tempo, mistakes in strategy. But pressure did not seem to have power over Jack Nicklaus. Pressure clarified his thoughts. Trouble steeled his nerve. Watson watched Nicklaus and thought, “He already knows he’s going to win this. He doesn’t think he’s going to win. He knows it.” Many years later, the golf writer Dan Jenkins would sum up Nicklaus with a similar view: “You can’t compare Jack with anyone else. It was almost as if he felt it was his birthright to win major championships.”

Nicklaus, for his part, would not remember considering Watson at all. He was not yet curious about him; that would come later. Young challengers rose and faded throughout Nicklaus’s career. Lee Trevino, a wisecracking Mexican American who Watson later said was the best ball-striker he ever saw, beat Nicklaus for a time. Johnny Miller’s swing was so gorgeous, Nicklaus taught it to his own sons. Tom Weiskopf was tall and angular and hit high, soft shots. Over the years, there were so many “next Nicklauses”—Ben Crenshaw, Ray Floyd, Lanny Wadkins, and John Mahaffey, to name only a few—that at some point Nicklaus stopped distinguishing. They were all young, all talented, and they had all withered when they got too close to the sun. Now there was Watson.

Watson looked positively midwestern. Pale. Freckled. Red hair. Sportswriters compared him to Tom Sawyer or Huckleberry Finn. The New Yorker’s Herbert Warren Wind would capture Watson with a single sentence: “It is easy to picture him sucking on a stem of grass as he heads for the fishing hole with a pole over his shoulder.”

The thing that amazed other golfers about Watson was his brilliant short game. That is to say, around the green and around the flag, he did magical things. “Tom could chip it out of a garbage can,” Nicklaus said later. But Nicklaus still felt sure he would win at Turnberry. He felt sure because he had a symbiotic relationship with pressure: the bigger the moment, the better he played, and the better he played, the bigger the next moment. And Watson? The sportswriters called him a choker. His swing could get erratic at inopportune moments. He had folded under pressure on numerous occasions. He simply did not know the things Nicklaus had learned about winning, about finishing off a tournament, about how to deal with the turbulent feelings a golfer feels when close to victory. The air was thin, as if they were at altitude, and the Scottish gallery was pink and tipsy and alive. This was Nicklaus’s time.

At the 16th hole of Turnberry, on the last day of the 1977 British Open, Nicklaus looked over to Watson and saw something he did not expect. Watson did not look nervous at all. He did not seem unsure. He was looking over the buzzing crowd and the gorgeous dunes. Was he smiling? Yes. He was smiling. He looked back at Nicklaus.

“This is what it’s all about, isn’t it?” he asked.

Nicklaus was surprised. Who was this kid?

“You bet it is,” Nicklaus said.


THE SECRET

PERFECT THE GRIP

To learn the game properly, you must have the proper grip. That’s the very first thing—how do you hold on to the club? The grip is also the hardest thing to change. I was lucky. Before anything else, my father taught me how to grip a golf club.

TOM WATSON

The secret in golf is elusive. It can change every day. On a Monday, the secret to playing well might be keeping your head straight. On Wednesday, though, the secret might be in how smoothly you take back the club. By Friday, the secret might be watching the ball and not the club when putting. The secret disappears and reappears like a bumblebee in the wind. Always, though, the grip determines a golfer’s fate.

Watson believes bad grips are the biggest problem for recreational golfers. He has played in countless pro-ams, tournaments where amateurs play with professionals, and has given thousands of instructional clinics through the years. He has seen every kind of amateur golfer and every kind of bad habit. And he says the vast majority of golfers do not grip the golf club properly. It is perhaps the simplest thing in the game. But then, it is usually the simplest things that trip people up.

Most people have weak grips. This means that when they hit the golf ball, the face of the club is open (facing slightly to the right). Weak grips lead to slices, when the ball spins uncontrollably to the right, turning like a car exiting an American highway. Some golfers have grips that are too strong, meaning that at impact the face of the club is shut (facing to the left). This leads to hooks, often violent ones. The ball will make a sharp left turn. Slices and hooks are both problems, but a slice is easier to live with. Watson loves to quote his friend Lee Trevino, who said, “You can at least talk to a slice. A hook won’t listen.”

So Watson says that the first thing a golfer should do is develop a good grip. Unfortunately, it takes a lot of effort to break old habits. It takes hours of practice and days of frustration. Is it worth the effort? Golfers all over the world play golf adequately and happily with terrible grips. Watson concedes that’s a perfectly reasonable way to play golf. There’s only one thing: these players will never get much better.

“Who wants to play golf,” he says, “and not get better?”

Watson teaches the grip with four simple points for right-handers; left-handed players will simply reverse the process:

1. Pick up a golf club with your left hand. Remember that it is the nondominant arm that powers the swing.

2. Turn the club in your left hand so that your left thumb goes down the right center of the shaft and not directly over the center. This is a big mistake many people make; they have their thumb go straight down the shaft, which leads to a weak grip and slices. Ray Watson would tell the young Tom to have his hand turned so that he could see two knuckles. Even after hitting millions of golf balls, Watson still will occasionally look down for those two knuckles before hitting a shot.

3. Overlap the left with the right hand (there are several ways to do this) so that the V between the thumb and index finger on your right hand is pointed at your right shoulder.

4. Grip the club with your fingers, not your palms. This helps with flexibility and control.

This is obviously not a complete lesson on the grip. There are many people who give grip advice; Watson has written several chapters on the subject. The point is to think about the simple things. The secret, Watson says, is to consider and reconsider the basic details, again and again, even as your mind pushes you to more complicated thoughts.


HOLE NO. 2

Sons learn golf from their fathers, but it isn’t the golf they remember best. Moments linger. Scenes endure. Watson remembers some of the golf lessons his father taught him, remembers some of the great shots he saw his father hit. More than anything, though, he keeps close the image of Raymond Watson after Tom hit a shot that worked out well. Gary Player says, “You cannot hide from yourself on a golf course. You are your true self.”

Ray Watson’s true self was hard and demanding and utterly unforgiving. “Lucky shot,” he grumbled. “That was nothing but a lucky shot.”

•  •  •

Charlie Nicklaus played every game ever invented, and every now and again he would invent a game of his own. “First one to the car wins,” he would shout just after he began running. He was a pharmacist, but it seemed everybody in Columbus, Ohio, knew him from one of his many athletic bits of glory. Charlie played football at Ohio State and then went on to play semiprofessionally. He was a baseball star in high school. He was the best tennis player in the neighborhood. If he saw a game, any game, he would join in, and he would make the games more fun. Charlie Nicklaus was just one of those rare souls who made people happy. Even Woody Hayes, the famously quick tempered Ohio State football coach who was fired after hitting an opposing player, would simmer down when he was around his friend Charlie. “You’re right, Charlie,” Woody would say after his temper cooled. “You’re right.”

Charlie picked up golf after wrecking his ankle playing in a neighborhood volleyball match. He could not run, but he could walk, and Mark Twain did call golf a good walk spoiled. He joined the Scioto Country Club, which was a bit north of Columbus. He took his ten-year-old son, Jackie, along. In golf terms, this was like the moment when Leopold Mozart taught his son Wolfgang how to play a minuet. Jackie shot a 51 on the first nine holes he ever played.

When Jack Nicklaus talks about playing golf as a boy with his father, he talks about the fun. It was like playing golf with a buddy. The two poked fun at each other, made crazy bets that neither would ever pay off, tried hard to win, and laughed and hugged when the match was over. When Jackie showed early brilliance for the game, Charlie realized he was out of his depth. He handed over his son to a local pro named Jack Grout, who would hold Jackie’s head straight and tell him to hit the golf ball as hard as he could. The ball sailed. Grout would teach Jack Nicklaus for the rest of his life.
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