
  
 [image: image]



  Also by David Barrett:

  Golf Magazine’s Golf Rules Explained

  Golf Courses of the U.S. Open

  Golfing with Dad

  Golf’s Dream 18s

  Miracle at Merion

  The PGA Championship: 1916–1985 (contributor)

  Golf In America: The First 100 Years (contributor)

  Golf the Greatest Game: The USGA Celebrates Golf in America (contributor)

  20th Century Golf Chronicle (contributor)

  Golf Legends of All Time (contributor)

  The Wit & Wisdom of Golf (contributor)

  Best of Golf (contributor)

  These Guys Are Good (contributor)

  The Love of Golf (contributor)


  [image: image]


  Copyright © 2012 by David Barrett

  All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contactthe Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse

  Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  ISBN: 978-1-61608-609-1

  Printed in the United States


  For Luda, Michael, and Sophia, and for my mom, Virginia


  

  INTRODUCTION: THE LITTLE BIG TOURNAMENT

  IN EARLY APRIL EACH year the eyes of the golf world are transfixed on Augusta, Georgia, and the Masters Tournament. Even casual golf fans heed the siren’s call, as evidenced by television ratings that out-shine all other golf events.

  For the serious fan, attending the Masters is a lifelong dream—but one rarely fulfilled because tickets are nearly impossible to come by via official channels. There is such demand even for practice-round tickets that they are dealt out by a lottery.

  The game’s elite players covet the Masters title more than any other. True, American players might dream equally of winning the U.S. Open and international players may have their hearts set on the British Open. But for universal appeal among players around the world, the Masters is it.

  Yet given its stature in the golf world today, the Masters had surprisingly humble beginnings. 

  The tournament had to ask the city of Augusta for financial help to run the first Masters in 1934. Without that $10,000 in aid, it might not even have gotten off the ground. The city only agreed to give the money in order to boost the tourist trade at its winter resort hotels.

  Even at that, tournament chairman Clifford Roberts had to pass the hat among members at Augusta National Golf Club to individually contribute the prize money for the players. The host club had used up its tournament funds in preparations for the event.

  The clubhouse was barely adequate. Members had planned to tear down the smallish original 1854 building in favor of a new clubhouse but funds couldn’t be raised and the old manor house was kept.

  A few top players didn’t play in the inaugural Masters, most notably Gene Sarazen and Tommy Armour. Sarazen had already scheduled an exhibition tour of South America and Armour couldn’t get away from the club-pro duties that occupied him for part of the year.

  The galleries amounted to little more than a thousand people per day, even with full-week passes going for $5.50 and daily tickets for $2.20.

  After more than two years of existence, Augusta National still had fewer than eighty members. That led to a serious shortage of funds. In 1934, it was nearly two years overdue in paying many of its bills from course construction. The Masters was devised largely as a way to gain publicity for the club and thus draw a sufficient number of new members for it to be able to survive financially.

  It didn’t really work. Membership picked up only slightly, and shortly after the second Masters, Roberts wrote a letter to the mayor of Augusta saying that there would be no third Masters without continued support from the city while also complaining about a cut in support from $10,000 to $7,500 in the previous year.

  Augusta National survived, but only because it had a trick up its sleeve. There being little, if any, competition in bidding on golf course property during the Depression, a bank foreclosure on the club allowed a group of its members to purchase the property in June 1935 at auction at less than half the cost of four years earlier. A new corporation was formed, enabling the club to escape its creditors. That, in turn, helped the Masters to keep going.

  Yet, at the same time, the Masters had grand beginnings.

  The inaugural event marked the return to competition of Bobby Jones, the founder and president of Augusta National. This was a huge deal. Jones had retired after winning the Grand Slam—the U.S. Open and Amateur and British Open and Amateur—in 1930. But in 1934, he was still only thirty-two years old. Even if his “comeback” was to be limited to the Masters, it was widely felt that he could still hold his own or even prove that he was still the best. In any case, there was great curiosity about how he would do.

  As a result of interest in Jones, the first Masters rivaled the U.S. Open in receiving the most press coverage of any tournament that year (the Augusta Chronicle reported that more words were transmitted by telegraph from the Masters than the prior year’s U.S. Open). There were writers in town from New York and Chicago, nationally syndicated columnists were on hand, and the wire service coverage far exceeded that of a regular golf tournament. The Associated Press had its national sports editor and another writer reporting with in-depth stories that were placed at the top of sports pages around the nation. And the 1934 Masters was just the second tournament to receive live national radio coverage.

  Within a couple of years, people were saying that the Masters was the tournament players most wanted to win, along with the U.S. Open. There was no real concept of four professional majors in those days. But clearly, the Masters was already No. 2, or even co-No. 1, in prestige.

  The first Masters was won by Horton Smith, a top-notch player once hailed as the next Bobby Jones. The second was won by Sarazen, probably the best player, and certainly the biggest star, of the day.

  Sarazen won that 1935 tournament thanks largely to holing a shot from 230 yards for a double eagle, a feat so spectacular it was called the “Shot Heard Round the World.” This served to spread Masters fame far and wide and helped to sustain the standing of the tournament even as it was clear that Jones would not be a competitive threat.

  The tournament was held on a course co-designed by Jones and Alister MacKenzie, one which rapidly earned a reputation as one of the best in the country. Its design, which challenged the best players in the world while also allowing for heroics like Sarazen’s, proved perfect for producing the kind of excitement that would help the tournament become the most-watched golf event in the world once the television era came along.

  The humble aspects mostly stemmed from the fact that Augusta National and the Masters were launched during the Depression, hardly the best time to start such ventures. And besides, golf wasn’t then the big deal it later became. Tournaments didn’t draw anything near the galleries they do today—a thousand was a good crowd—and $5,000 purses were the norm.

  It’s fascinating to look back on those origins from today’s perspective when Masters tickets are the hardest to obtain in sports and people all over the globe gather in front of television sets to watch the pictures beamed from Augusta each spring. But it’s important to remember that its early difficulties were more than offset by factors that made the Masters an immediate success and ultimately into the spectacle that it is today.

  Even when the Masters was little, it was big.
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  THE FOUNDERS/BOBBY AND CLIFF

  BOBBY JONES AND CLIFFORD Roberts were a study in contrasts. Jones grew up in a stable environment, a son of Atlanta whose family rented a summer house outside the city at East Lake, where Bobby learned to play golf.

  Roberts’s family moved more times than anyone could count when he was growing up, living in various towns in Iowa, Kansas, California, Oklahoma, and Texas; his father was “always interested in what was on the other side of the next hill,” as Roberts recalled.

  Jones was from an upper middle class background; his father was a lawyer.

  Roberts wasn’t poor growing up, but his family’s fortunes ebbed and flowed.

  Jones was an only child whose parents gave him all of the attention and encouragement he needed without spoiling or smothering him. His father ended up being his best friend for life.

  Roberts was one of five children. His father was often away from home; his mother had many health problems and committed suicide when Cliff was nineteen.

  Jones had bachelor’s degrees from Georgia Tech and Harvard and passed the Georgia bar exam after attending Emory University law school. He was smart in a way that allowed him to shine academically, whether studying engineering, literature, or law.

  Roberts quit school at the age of fifteen and in the ensuing years scratched out an existence as a traveling clothing salesman. He was smart, but in a savvy, street-smart kind of way.

  Jones was known for his modesty and had a polite, gentlemanly quality about him. He spent a couple of years in the real estate business, but didn’t enjoy selling. He became a lawyer, but stayed away from the courtroom, instead concentrating on providing legal advice and working with contracts.

  Roberts could be blunt; he knew exactly what he wanted and let nothing or no one stand in his way. He could be very persuasive, and was a very successful salesman.

  Jones’s golfing accomplishments made him one of the most famous athletes of the 1920s, a decade of athletic heroes. In fact, he was one of the most famous people in America.

  Roberts wasn’t famous himself, but he was fascinated with famous people and an avid reader of biographies. After arriving in New York and getting involved in the investment business, he moved comfortably in a world of highly successful businessmen.

  The two weren’t anything alike. But together they created one of the nation’s elite golf clubs—Augusta National—and a golf tournament that leads the world in prestige—the Masters. Neither Bobby nor Cliff would have had a chance of accomplishing either feat by himself.

  Augusta National was all about Bobby Jones. It was his idea, his dream. But he needed someone with Roberts’s iron will and business acumen to turn it into reality. The Masters was Roberts’s idea. But without the involvement and name of Jones, it would have been just another tournament instead of one that almost instantaneously achieved major status.

  Jones was an exalted figure when he retired from competitive golf at the age of twenty-eight. While he is still considered one of the greatest to ever play the game, his accomplishments may be underappreciated today when you consider the following astonishing statistics.

  During his short career, Jones entered thirty-one national championships (U.S. Open, British Open, U.S. Amateur, British Amateur) and won thirteen. All of those thirteen victories came after he turned twenty-one in 1923—and they came in only twenty-one tries.

  That’s a winning percentage of almost 62 percent from 1923 on. With four runner-up finishes, that means he finished either first or second nearly 81 percent of the time in national championships.

  His record in open championships (seven wins in eleven tries after 1923) was even a little better than in amateur championships (six wins in ten tries in that span). The competition wasn’t as strong in the amateur events, but the match-play format used in those tournaments is always a bit of a crapshoot.

  Stretching it back to 1922, in his last nine U.S. Opens he finished first four times, second four times, and eleventh once. He entered three British Opens and won every one. That’s eleven top-two finishes in his last twelve national open appearances, with seven wins. Extraordinary.

  He did all this while competing essentially in his spare time. He never entered more than a couple other competitions a year other than the national championships—sometimes none at all. There were only three years when he played in all four championships—1921, 1926, and 1930. Those were the years he made the overseas trip for the British Amateur and British Open; he made a special trip for just the British Open in 1927 after a disappointing showing in the U.S. Open.

  It was a different world when Jones came of age around 1920. There was no such thing as a touring professional. Being a pro meant holding a club job, and taking time to play in some tournaments if you were good enough (and could afford it). Working as a club pro held little appeal for Jones, who wanted to apply himself in a field where he could use his education. And, let’s face it, club professionals were below Jones’s social standing at that time. Not that he was a snob; that’s just the way it was.

  There was one professional demonstrating a different way: Walter Hagen. He wasn’t exactly a touring professional, because you couldn’t make a living off the tour, but he was a playing professional, supplementing his tournament income with lucrative exhibition tours.

  That didn’t really appeal to Jones, either. He was one of a few who could have pulled it off in the 1920s (Hagen, Gene Sarazen, and trick shot artist/tour pro Joe Kirkwood were about the only ones who did), but Jones had no desire for a life spent on the road playing golf.

  Jones signaled his intentions when, after graduating from Georgia Tech with a degree in engineering in 1922, he headed to Harvard to pursue a second bachelor’s, this one in English literature. He earned that in one and a half semesters while serving as assistant manager of the golf team (he was ineligible to play, having already competed for Georgia Tech), graduating in early 1924. He was a Harvard student when he won his first major, the 1923 U.S. Open.

  Upon returning to Georgia, he married Mary Malone, the girl he had been courting for several years, and settled into family life. Jones later summed up his priorities this way: “First comes my wife and children. Next comes my profession… Finally, and never as a life in itself, comes golf.”

  When he said that, his profession was that of a lawyer. But first Jones spent a couple of years working for the real estate business of his friend’s father. It was a good fit with his amateur golf pursuits because it enabled him to take time off, but ultimately Jones decided to follow in his father’s footsteps and join his firm.

  It took only three semesters at Emory law school for Jones to accumulate enough knowledge to pass the Georgia bar exam—he won the 1927 British Open and U.S. Amateur while he was a law student—so he didn’t need to complete the program.

  Besides being a well-rounded individual, Jones carried himself as a true Southern gentleman. He was unfailingly polite and remained humble even while he was conquering the golf world. After he conquered the bad temper that plagued him as a teenager—he got disgusted and picked up his ball without holing out on the 11th hole at St. Andrews during his first British Open in 1921—he handled himself impeccably on the golf course. Most famously, he called a one-stroke penalty on himself when his ball moved while he addressed it in the rough during the 1925 U.S. Open. The infraction, which nobody else saw, ended up costing him the tournament, as he lost in a playoff.

  “You’d as well praise me for not breaking into banks,” he said when lauded for his honesty in that situation.

  As a result, he was not just admired, he was loved.

  Famous sports writer Paul Gallico summed up Jones this way in his book Farewell to Sport: “In all the years of contact with the famous ones of sport I have found only one that would stand up in every way as a gentleman as well as a celebrity, a fine, decent human being as well as a newsprint personage, and who never once, since I have known him, has let me down in my estimate of him. That one is Robert Tyre Jones, Jr., the golf-player from Atlanta, Georgia.”

  Jones’s homecomings after victories were marked by large public celebrations, including ticker-tape parades in New York after his British Open titles. Enthusiastic crowds always were waiting for him when he returned to Atlanta after collecting a championship trophy. The city really went all-out for him after the 1930 U.S. Open, with an estimated 125,000 people lining the route of a celebratory parade.

  While Jones was involved in founding Augusta National Golf Club and starting the Masters in the early to mid 1930s, the staff of the Augusta Chronicle found themselves unable to refer to him as simply Bobby Jones. Granted, they had reason to be particularly enamored because he had decided to build his club in their city, but still these encomiums are indicative of how Jones was viewed: “king of the links for probably all time,” “the incomparable Bobby Jones,” “the modest young man whose honors have not spoiled him in the slightest,” “the greatest of them all,” “who has been to golf what Babe Ruth is to baseball,” “the wizard,” “the king of golfdom,” and, naturally, “Emperor Jones,” which was his popular nickname.

  It’s nice to be regarded that highly by the public. On the other hand, the attention, while positive, could be stifling. Jones had been famous in golf circles since reaching the quarterfinals of the 1916 U.S. Amateur at the age of fourteen, and famous in all circles from the mid-1920s on. But fame was never what he sought; he tried only to make the most of his natural gift for golf while leading a balanced life. He wasn’t really comfortable in the limelight.

  He wasn’t really entirely comfortable with the pressure of playing in tournaments, either, especially when that pressure was ratcheted up because he was expected to win.

  After an intense fifteen-day period in 1926 during which he won the British Open, crossed the Atlantic by ship, and won the U.S. Open, Jones was completely drained. On the morning of the 36-hole final day of the U.S. Open, he couldn’t keep down his breakfast and visited a doctor. After completing his final round, he returned to his room while waiting for the rest of the field to finish and “blew up completely for the first time in my life,” as he later put it. His mother found him weeping uncontrollably.

  A similar thing happened after he won the British Amateur and British Open in succession in 1930. After the Open, British writer George Greenwood observed Jones “flopped in a chair with his face as grey as stone and cheeks fallen in. I never saw a man closer to collapse than was ‘Bobby’ Jones.”

  Jones had thoughts beforehand that 1930 might be his last year of competitive golf, but not definitive thoughts. He did know that he wanted to take what was probably his best opportunity to try to win all four national championships in the same year, a feat which New York sports writer George Trevor dubbed “the impregnable quadrilateral” and O. B. Keeler—the Atlanta writer who covered Jones in every one of his championship appearances—only near the end of the year called the “Grand Slam,” a less poetic but punchier term that eventually became common parlance.

  He warmed up by playing two open tournaments on the pro tour in Georgia, finishing second in Savannah and winning the Southeastern Open in Augusta. After sweeping the British titles, he returned to the States and claimed a narrow U.S. Open victory and removed all suspense about the fourth title by romping to victory in all of his matches at the U.S. Amateur.

  After that triumph, he told defending champion Jimmy Johnston in the locker room that he was “through” because “the game of golf is wrecking my health, stunting me in my business ambitions, and I am sick of it all.”

  He was just twenty-eight, but feeling he had accomplished all he could and wanting to move on in life, he retired, making an official announcement in November. At that time he revealed that he had signed a deal with Warner Brothers to film twelve movie shorts, with an option for six more, effectively ending his amateur status. Jones had walked a fine line on amateurism in the 1920s. An amateur was not only barred from receiving prize money, he was not allowed to cash in on golf fame. Nevertheless, the USGA let him write newspaper and magazine articles and an autobiography, Down the Fairway, that he penned when he was only twenty-four. But accepting the $50,000 house friends in Atlanta wanted to give him would have crossed that fine line, and he was forced to turn the gift down.

  Although they had social status and lived comfortably, neither Jones nor his father were rich, and it cost money to compete as an amateur, especially when overseas trips were involved. Jones’s grandfather, the original Robert Tyre Jones (Bobby’s father was christened Robert Purdemus Jones), was a wealthy textile-mill owner, but Bobby didn’t want to lean on him too heavily for support.

  So Bobby’s weariness of competition dovetailed with his newfound ability to make big money from the game. He didn’t have to play professionally to reap the rewards. All he had to do was stop competing as an amateur, which he wanted to do anyway. With two children and a third (and last) on the way at his time of retirement, money was an important consideration. Jones’s biographer Stephen R. Lowe writes that the best estimate is that Jones made at least $250,000 from the movie deal (that’s about $3.9 million in 2012 dollars).

  That’s not all. Jones also signed with A.G. Spalding & Brothers to design a “Robt. T. Jones Jr.” line of woods and irons, and a copy of his “Calamity Jane” putter. Jones was heavily involved in the design—he wasn’t the type to merely put his name on things—and the irons, in particular, were hugely successful. Not only did they have steel shafts (which Jones had never employed during his competitive career but were becoming de rigueur), they were among the first perfectly matched sets, and among the first to be numbered one through nine instead of labeled with the old names (mashie, niblick, etc.).

  Jones’s other main post-retirement venture wasn’t a money maker. In fact, it was a money drainer. But it was something dear to his heart. In the late 1920s, he began to dream of forming his own golf club and being involved in designing an “ideal” course that would be the greatest in the South.

  He had shared that vision with his friend Clifford Roberts. No sooner had Jones retired than the eager Roberts approached him with a proposal to make that dream a reality.

  Jones and Roberts met in about 1925 through a mutual acquaintance, Walton H. Marshall, manager of the Vanderbilt hotels, including the flagship Vanderbilt Hotel in New York and the Bon Air-Vanderbilt in Augusta.

  Roberts had set out for New York City in 1918 at the age of twenty-four, leaving his life in the Midwest behind and determined to make his fortune. World War I intervened, and Roberts did his training at Camp Hancock in Augusta—his first connection with the place—before serving in France, mostly after the armistice. Back in New York in 1919, Roberts slowly made his way in the world of investment banking and the stock market. The details of his work in this time aren’t clear, but he did well enough to move in high circles even though not particularly wealthy himself.

  Roberts joined Knollwood Country Club north of New York City, where he met Marshall. In addition to golf, which Roberts had learned to play during a sojourn in California in his formative years, he and Marshall bonded over bridge and were fellow members of a bridge club in the city.

  Jones knew Marshall because he and his father had stayed at the Bon Air-Vanderbilt when visiting Augusta. On a visit to New York during the 1920s, possibly when Jones played an exhibition match at Knollwood, Marshall introduced Bobby to Cliff.

  Roberts later wrote about being in a group commiserating with Jones over his loss to George Von Elm in the 1926 U.S. Amateur at Baltusrol in New Jersey. Like nearly everyone, Roberts was a great admirer of Jones. But Roberts had a particular fascination with great men, and a particular ability to get close to them and make himself useful (as later exhibited with President Dwight D. Eisenhower). At some point, Jones told Roberts of his desire to form a club, and when Bobby retired, Cliff sprang into action.

  Augusta in those days was a winter resort, favored by those from the Northeast who didn’t want to take the longer train ride to Florida. Roberts had made some winter trips to Augusta in the 1920s, and he determined that it would be an ideal site for Jones’s club.

  Importantly, it had an average high temperature in the winter about five degrees warmer than Atlanta because of its lower elevation. And Augusta’s status as a winter resort provided a base of wealthy Northeasterners who could be the foundation of a national membership, which is what Jones envisioned.

  When Roberts took the idea to Jones in the fall of 1930, Bobby heartily concurred with placing his club in Augusta, as he later expounded on in his book Golf Is My Game.

  “Living in Atlanta only a short distance away, I had come to Augusta often over a period of years for friendly golf and an occasional charity match [and also the 1930 Southeastern Open],” Jones wrote. “I had always been impressed by the fact that, especially during the winter season, golf courses around Augusta were considerably better conditioned than courses near Atlanta, and since at that time we were doomed to coarse Bermuda grass for putting greens in the summer, it was in winter golf that our best hope lay.”

  Jones’s conception of the ideal golf course he wanted to build included fast, firm greens, which he felt could better be achieved in Augusta.

  Also, “Cliff and I had a number of friends among the permanent and winter residents [of Augusta] who could be counted on to form a nucleus around which to build our club. I felt that the financing of such a project would be infinitely more likely to succeed in Augusta than Atlanta.”

  Roberts also cited a desire for privacy that Jones could achieve better outside his hometown, where it was said that even his casual rounds drew spectators. Jones didn’t mention this in his list of reasons for choosing Augusta, and it doesn’t really ring true. Every single one of Jones’s visits to Augusta was considered a special event and announced in advance in the Augusta Chronicle. By comparison, casual rounds in Atlanta would have been easier to keep unpublicized.

  But Jones did have a vision of Augusta National as a very private, very exclusive club.

  “Our aim was to develop a golf course and a retreat of such nature, and of such excellence,” he wrote, “that men of some means and devoted to the game of golf might find the club worthwhile as an extra luxury where they might visit and play with kindred spirits from other parts of the nation.”

  The clincher was the piece of property that Roberts found. Or, actually, that Roberts’s Augusta friend, Thomas Barrett, suggested. Barrett, the vice president of the Bon Air-Vanderbilt, knew just the place—Fruitland, a former plant nursery that had been considered a few years earlier as the site of a new resort hotel and golf course. In November 1930, Barrett, Roberts, and Jones gathered to have a look at the property.

  “When I walked out on the grass terrace under the big trees behind the house and looked down over the property, the experience was unforgettable,” Jones wrote in 1959 in Golf Is My Game. “It seemed that this land had been lying here for years just waiting for someone to lay a golf course upon it. Indeed, it even looked as though it were already a golf course, and I am sure that one standing today where I stood on this first visit… sees the property almost exactly as I saw it then.”

  Jones quickly agreed that this was the place. He told Roberts to arrange the financial backing to purchase the property. In February 1931, Jones headed to California to shoot his film shorts while Roberts set about securing the land that would become Augusta National Golf Club.


  

  2

  THE SITE/RIPE FRUITLAND

  BOBBY JONES WASN’T THE first to have a Eureka moment while looking out over the Fruitland property. Five years earlier, a hotelier named J. Perry Stoltz stood on the same ground and decided that it was perfect for a grand resort hotel and golf course.

  This was big news in Augusta. In a type size usually reserved for the end of a war, the Augusta Chronicle of October 1, 1925, blared a two-line headline across the entire width of the front page: “AUGUSTA SECURES FLEETWOOD HOTEL.”

  Stoltz’s vision was of a 15-story, 300-room hotel (with a construction cost of $2 million), a virtual duplicate of his original Fleetwood Hotel in Miami including a 100-foot tower for a radio station. The views would be magnificent, especially from the fourteenth-floor restaurant. The hotel would be built behind the 1854 manor house, which would be used for office space during construction and then knocked down.

  It was part of the go-go 1920s, when all things seemed possible. The optimistic Stoltz was also planning to build identical hotels in Chattanooga, Tennessee, and Hendersonville, North Carolina, at the same time, but showed his special affinity for Augusta by enrolling his son, Fleetwood (for whom his hotels were named) at Richmond Academy there. The Commodore, as he liked to be called, was so enamored with the potential of Augusta that he predicted its population would grow from 60,000 to 250,000 in the next twenty-five years.

  The announcement led to a land boom along the soon-to-be-paved Washington Road. Various parcels in the vicinity of the proposed hotel, sited four miles from downtown in a sparsely populated area, were snatched up by both local and out-out-town speculators in a frenzied three-week period. Real estate companies ran large ads in the Augusta Chronicle. One advertised 9.9 acres about a quarter mile from the Fleetwood for $1,550 an acre, saying “We Have Option Until Noon Today.” Another advertised 200 acres four miles away for $70 an acre. “Within less than one year when this tract is sold for from $500 to $1,000 per acre do not say ‘I could have bought it for $70.’ This is for Only One Week and May be Sold Today to SOMEBODY ELSE if YOU WAIT.”

  Ground was broken in February 1926, with the hotel expected to be ready by the following January. It would be a year-round hotel, not just a winter resort, and would feature entertainment designed to draw local young people and make it a hot spot.

  The golf component was not nearly as important to Stoltz as it would later be to Jones. The Commodore announced that the engineer for the construction of the hotel would also lay out the golf course—an indication that a masterpiece along the lines of what Alister MacKenzie later created was probably not in the offing.

  The hotel foundation was laid, but work halted while a mile-long spur was built from the main railroad line to bring materials directly to the site. Work never resumed.

  It has often been written that the Commodore’s Augusta plans were ruined when a severe hurricane hit Miami in September 1926, severely damaging the Fleetwood Hotel and ultimately sending Stoltz into bankruptcy. A good story, but it’s not true. Actually, he backed out of building the hotel months earlier.

  A legal notice dated May 13 that ran in June in the Chronicle stated that Stoltz was required to appear in Richmond County Superior Court “to make answer to the equitable petition of Washington Heights Development Company against you for the cancellation of the contract entered into by said company and yourself on January 23, 1926, whereby you agreed to construct a hotel on said property near Augusta, Georgia.”

  The story was not pursued by the newspaper, but it’s a good assumption that Stoltz’s reason for abandoning the project was that he was overextended in trying to build three expensive hotels at the same time. So, it was hubris, not a hurricane, that brought the project down. (Stoltz’s company did indeed ultimately go bankrupt.)

  If the Fleetwood had been built, Jones would have had to find a site for his course elsewhere, maybe in Augusta or maybe somewhere else. And even with the minds of Jones and MacKenzie on the case, it’s unlikely the result would have been quite as good as the Augusta National we know today—for the magnificent site gives the place a large part of its charm and the course a large part of its interest.

  That site has a long history, stretching back to Indian days. What would become Washington Road leading past the course started out as an Indian trail, and at some point there was an Indian settlement on the property—a burial mound was found during construction of the 12th green. However, it turns out there’s probably no truth to the long-told story about Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto meeting Indians there, as recent scholarship no longer has de Soto’s route going through what is now Augusta.

  What is known is that a gristmill was built around 1800 on Rae’s Creek behind what is now the 11th green at Augusta National and remained in operation for about thirty years. At that time what would become the Augusta National property was made up of small parts of three very large plantations, but it’s not known what the land was used for. Those plantations began to break up in the 1830s, and in 1853 Dennis Redmond purchased 315 acres and began to grow indigo.

  Redmond, editor of the Southern Cultivator, built a plantation house in 1854. The first cement house built in the South, it featured a prominent veranda around all sides and a cupola on top—the building survives today as the core of Augusta National’s clubhouse.

  The indigo plantation didn’t last long. In 1857, Baron Louis Mathieu Edouard Berckmans bought a half interest in Redmond’s property and an additional fifty acres. Berckmans and his family had abandoned their estate in Belgium in 1851 because of political and religious turmoil, first settling in New Jersey. The baron was directed southward by his son Prosper, a horticulturist looking to open a plant nursery in a location with a longer growing season.

  Louis and Prosper Berckmans took over full ownership of the property in 1858, naming it Fruitland. They started Fruitland Nurseries, and in 1858 and 1859 planted magnolia trees on an entryway leading from Washington Road to the manor house—today’s Magnolia Lane.

  Fruitland was perhaps the first commercial nursery in the South, and certainly one of the largest. It imported trees and plants from all around the world, including over fifty varieties of azaleas. The Berckmans’ nursery was credited with introducing new varieties of fruit trees, especially peaches, and with popularizing the azalea in America. A privet hedge imported from France to Fruitland was said to be the “mother hedge” from which all privet hedges in the South were propagated.

  Prosper founded the Georgia Horticultural Society in 1876 and died in 1910 at the age of eighty. He left the northern part of the property, including the manor house, to his younger second wife and the southern part to his three sons by his first wife. The sons weren’t happy with that. They at first contested the will, but eventually withdrew their action.

  Within two years of their father’s death, the Berckmans brothers bought a peach orchard sixty miles away in Mayfield, Georgia, and concentrated their efforts there, while also maintaining the Fruitland business in Augusta until 1918. They sold the Augusta business in 1919, while keeping ownership of the property, and Fruitland Nurseries operated under different ownership at the same site through 1925 and at a nearby location afterward.

  The nursery moved when Washington Heights Development, a newly formed company, purchased both parts of the original Fruit-land property with an arrangement with Stoltz to build the hotel. Prosper Berckermans’s widow, Edith, had maintained a high position in Augusta society while continuing to live at the manor. From 1921 through 1925, she opened up the place during the winter season as the Fruitland Manor Tea House and hosted parties, before selling the manor and her land. (At the time of sale, she placed a classified ad in the paper offering “a binder, a reaper, a few farm implements, and mules for sale.”)

  Two of the Berckmans brothers maintained residences in Augusta even while their main interest was in Mayfield, and in 1929 they returned to business in Augusta, opening a landscape design company, Louis at age seventy-two and P. J. A. Jr. (known as Allie) at sixty-two.

  That same year, in the spring, there was talk again of building a hotel on the old Berckmans site. The idea was to raise $200,000 through the sale of local stock and $300,000 via out-of-town bonds and stock to cover construction on the Washington Heights Development-owned property. The Chronicle pointed out that in addition to the benefits of another resort hotel, it would help real estate prices in the area. An approximate total of $1,250,000 had been invested in the vicinity of the proposed Fleetwood in 1925, and the value of that property had plunged to about 25 percent of that amount.

  (The investors came out all right only if they were able to hold on long enough. Over the course of the next thirty years, the area became heavily developed as Augusta grew westward and Washington Road was the main way out of town in that direction.)

  Nothing ever came of the hotel idea, presumably because it became clear the money could not be raised. Then in the fall of 1929 the stock market crashed, signaling the start of the Great Depression.

  Now Washington Heights Development was stuck with the Berckmans site and another piece of property across Washington Road, with little hope of selling or developing either one as the national and local economy soured. It refurbished part of the manor house and opened it as the Fruitland Manor Tea Room in 1930 and 1931, but that was a small-scale project compared to what was needed for Washington Heights to recoup its investment.

  Enter Bobby Jones and Clifford Roberts. Depression or not, Jones was determined to build his dream club and Roberts was determined to help him. The Bon Air-Vanderbilt Company put down $5,000 for a six-month option to buy the property, a decision probably made by vice president Thomas Barrett, giving Roberts time to get everything together.

  Roberts formed a group consisting of himself, Barrett, their friend Walton H. Marshall, Fielding Wallace (one of Augusta’s most prominent businessmen and president of Augusta Country Club), and Bobby Jones’s father, Robert P. Jones, creating a real estate company named the Fruitland Manor Corporation. Fruitland Manor bought the land in late June for $15,000 in cash and assumption of about $60,000 in debt, mostly a first mortgage, according to David Owen’s The Making of the Masters, the authorized history of Augusta National. (The price reported in the newspaper was $70,000.)

  It was a good price. Washington Heights Development had purchased the land across the road for about $500 an acre in 1925, and the Berckmans property probably cost them more than that. Now Fruitland Manor was getting the old Berckmans land for around $200 an acre. However, that benefit, as Jones and Roberts would discover, was offset by the difficulty of trying to build a course and start a golf club during the Depression.

  Meanwhile, Jones had to choose an architect for his course. He knew just who he wanted—and it wasn’t Donald Ross, the Southeast’s most prominent golf architect. Ross had redesigned Augusta Country Club and designed the course of the Forrest-Ricker Hotel that opened in Augusta in 1927. Rumors have reverberated through the decades that Ross was deeply disappointed not to get the Augusta National job. Instead he threw himself into a redesign of his North Carolina masterpiece, Pinehurst’s No. 2 Course.

  Jones’s choice was Dr. Alister MacKenzie, a globe-trotting Scottish architect who had recently settled in the United States, albeit a long way from Augusta in California. The two had met in Scotland at St. Andrews, either during the 1926 Walker Cup or 1927 British Open, an acquaintance they renewed when Jones played in the 1929 U.S. Amateur at Pebble Beach.

  On that trip to California, Jones played MacKenzie’s new Cypress Point, a Monterey Peninsula masterpiece still ranked among the very best courses in America, and another MacKenzie course up the coast, Pasatiempo. By that time, Jones had in mind that he would someday build his own course, and he decided that MacKenzie was the man to design it.

  It wasn’t just that Jones was impressed with Cypress Point. He also realized from discussions with MacKenzie and from reading his 1920 book Golf Architecture (MacKenzie signed a copy for him) that they shared many ideas about golf design. Primary among them were the beliefs that courses should be designed with the average player in mind and should require a lot of strategy; Jones also liked the way MacKenzie utilized natural features in his designs. And perhaps the most important point of all was that both were inspired by the Old Course at St. Andrews.

  MacKenzie, for his part, was a great admirer of Jones. He followed him during the 1927 British Open and later declared that he and his fellow Scotsmen were happier that Jones won than they would have been if a Scot had taken the title. (MacKenzie was born and raised in England, but his parents were Scottish and he considered himself a Scotsman.)

  Jones and MacKenzie were both well educated and well rounded, with interests beyond golf. Jones was a licensed lawyer with degrees in engineering and literature, while MacKenzie had been educated as a doctor, though he seemed more interested in acquiring degrees than practicing, and served Great Britain during World War I as an expert in camouflage. Jones must have sensed that because of their rapport and their similar views, MacKenzie would be receptive to his ideas— and enjoyable company, too.
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  THE COURSE/DOCTOR’S PRESCRIPTION

  AN ARTICLE IN THE Augusta Chronicle of June 30, 1931, reported that Fruitland Manor Corporation had purchased the old Berckmans place, but the paper couldn’t secure a statement as to the “aims and purposes” of the corporation. It was only on July 15 that most of Augusta learned that Bobby Jones was behind Fruitland Manor when they read about the announcement that the greatest golfer in the game would be building his dream course in their city.

  Again there was a two-line banner headline across the width of the front page of the Chronicle, this time in type not quite as large and not in all caps: “Bobby Jones to Build His Ideal Golf Course on Berckmans’ Place.” If the headline fell slightly short of the Fleetwood Hotel announcement six years earlier, the overall coverage was more intense. There were six lengthy stories and an editorial about the Jones course and club in that day’s Chronicle.

  O. B. Keeler, the Atlanta writer and Jones confidant, predicted that the course “in all probability is to be the most famous layout in North America, if not in all the world.” Keeler was speaking truth, not hype.

  Alister MacKenzie was on hand for a three-day visit to walk the property with Jones and refine a routing plan—MacKenzie had made a tentative one based on study of a map and aerial photos during the train trip from New York to Augusta. Also present was a representative of the Olmsted Brothers landscape design firm, which was handling the remainder of the property.

  Chronicle sports editor Harold Stephens tagged along as Jones and MacKenzie toured the property. Jones’s enthusiasm was palpable as he looked down over the site from the hill behind the manor house. “When I come here, I’m going to play some golf!” he said.
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