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INTRODUCTION

BEN HOGAN’S BALL sits four feet from the cup on the 18th hole at Merion Golf Club. Four lousy feet. If he knocks the ball in from that distance, he still has a chance to complete one of the greatest comebacks from injury in sports history. If he misses the putt, he instead completes a back-nine collapse and throws away a U.S. Open that was firmly in his grasp.

The large crowd looks on in silence. If ever a gallery could will a ball into a hole, this is the time. They have come to see Hogan win the 1950 U.S. Open, not to see him come close.

The putt is a short one, but Hogan missed an even shorter putt four years earlier that would have put him into a playoff in the Masters—and missed another short one later that same year to miss a playoff in the U.S. Open.

Those misses aren’t on anyone’s mind now, though. Hogan eliminated those memories by winning the 1946 and 1948 PGA Championships and the 1948 U.S. Open, three major victories among thirty titles in a three-year span that lifted him to the top of the golf world and landed him on the cover of Time magazine.

All of that past history has been wiped away by a fresh narrative. In February 1949, Hogan was driving on a two-lane west Texas highway when a Greyhound bus crashed head-on into his car. His injuries were severe. A month later, blood clots nearly took his life. There were serious doubts about whether he could even play golf again, let alone play it on the PGA circuit. Returning to his spot at the pinnacle of his profession seemed out of the question.

Then, in January 1950, Hogan shocked the world by not only returning to action at the Los Angeles Open, but nearly winning the tournament (Sam Snead beat him in a playoff). Now it’s June, and Hogan is still looking for his first official victory after the crash, though he has shown flashes of his former self and won an unofficial event five weeks earlier.

He entered the U.S. Open as a defending champion of sorts, having won at Riviera Country Club in Los Angeles in 1948 and then being forced to sit out the 1949 championship due to injury. But the Open is not considered one of the likely events for Hogan to return to the winner’s circle. Its final two rounds are conducted in one marathon day, and that could be too much strain for Hogan’s legs to endure.

Vascular surgery saved Hogan’s life after the blood clotting, but it also hampered the circulation in his legs. Walking a golf course is difficult for him, and 36 holes in one day is agony. At the Open, Hogan has taken a hot bath for two hours every evening to soak and soothe his legs. Still, during the final round, he felt his legs buckle after hitting his tee shot on the 12th hole and in order to keep from falling needed to grab onto a friend who was standing next to the tee box. At the time, he wasn’t sure if he could even make it the rest of the way.

The owner of a three-stroke lead at that point, Hogan has managed to walk the rest of the course. But he is limping noticeably and, even worse, his score has suffered, too. Three bogeys during a stretch of six holes left Hogan tied for the lead coming to the 18th. The other players in that tie, Lloyd Mangrum and George Fazio, have each completed their rounds, so Hogan knows what he has to do—par to tie and birdie to win.

The long par-four 18th is the toughest hole at a Merion course that has taken a heavy toll on the field. The leading score for the championship is seven-over par, and the final round has produced the highest scores of all. A birdie on 18 is pretty much out of the question.

The brave Texan hits a good drive, but is still left with a long second shot to the green on the 458-yard hole. After some deliberation, he chooses a one-iron and aims to the left of a flagstick that is dangerously close to a bunker.

The shot comes off nicely and bounds onto the green to about 40 feet from the hole. The crowd swarms around the putting surface, with everyone desperately trying to get a view.

Hogan misreads the green a bit and hits his long putt a little too hard, watching the ball swing four feet left of the hole. Now he faces what golfers call a “tester”—this is more like a brutal final exam. Undoubtedly, there are spectators who are afraid to even watch. Hogan’s playing partner on the final day, Cary Middlecoff, expects Hogan to miss.

As Hogan walks toward his second putt, everyone is all too aware that real life does not always produce storybook endings. A prime example was Hogan’s return to competition at the Los Angeles Open. Hogan looked like he would be the winner there, but Snead birdied the final two holes to force a tie and spoiled the story with his playoff victory.

Hogan does not let the suspense linger in the air for long. Playing more quickly than usual, he barely surveys the putt. He just walks up to it and knocks the ball into the hole.

“I wanted to get it over with,” he would say later.

Hogan has survived to play another day. And so has one of the greatest stories ever to unfold in golf.
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1948 U.S. OPEN/BANTAM BEN

AT 10:28 A.M. on Saturday, June 12, 1948, Ben Hogan set off in pursuit of a U.S. Open title in the company of fellow competitors Lloyd Mangrum and George Fazio. Remember that threesome: Two years later, they would again tee it up with the U.S. Open on the line, in an 18-hole playoff at Merion.

This time it was at Riviera Country Club in Los Angeles, in the third and fourth rounds of a championship that called for 36 holes on the final day (it didn’t change to a four-day format until 1965). Hogan was tied for second after two rounds, but Mangrum and Fazio were further back; in those days, pairings for the final day were not based on scores and the leaders did not go off in the final groups.

The idea was to spread the leaders, and thus the galleries, throughout the field. Players who were in contention for the title were usually paired together, but not strictly by scores. Hogan entered the final day in the thick of things with a stroke total of 139, three under par, one behind leader Sam Snead. Mangrum and Fazio were more on the fringe of contention, Mangrum tied for 13th at 143 and Fazio tied for 18th at 144.

So far, this U.S. Open was notable for low scoring. On the championship’s first trip to the West Coast, longtime Riviera pro Willie Hunter had convinced United States Golf Association Executive Secretary Joe Dey that with the course’s wiry Kikuyu grass the originally planned six-inch rough would be too severe. Three inches, Hunter felt, would be enough.

After winning the Los Angeles Open at Riviera in January with a total of 275, Hogan wrote in his syndicated newspaper column, “The course is certain to play six to eight strokes harder in the Open.” But when he arrived and played a couple of practice rounds, Hogan said the course wasn’t playing any tougher than it did for the Los Angeles Open.

Hogan shot out of the gate with a 31, four under par, on the front nine of the first round, and finished with a four-under 67 to share the lead with Snead. Hogan slipped a little with a 72 in the second round, enabling Snead to move in front with a second straight 69.

The Los Angeles Times reported that Snead had the galleries “oohing and woohing” at his long drives, including one that rolled to within 40 yards of the green on the 385-yard eighth hole. But while he had been one of the best players in the game since he emerged from the West Virginia hills in 1937, Snead had never been able to win the Open despite several close calls.

This is the history Snead was trying to overcome on Saturday at Riviera. He started like gangbusters, making an eagle on the 513-yard par-five first hole and a birdie on the difficult second hole. He admitted a few weeks later that he felt he had the tournament “well in hand” at that point. Then the demons returned, particularly on the greens, where Snead had struggled for much of the past year.

Snead slowly faded from view with rounds of 73 and 72 and finished fifth.

“Snead’s fine putting of the first two days was just a myth,” wrote Charles Curtis in Sunday’s Los Angeles Times. “He returned to form yesterday, became the Sam Snead of old and couldn’t putt.”

Hogan’s playing partners Mangrum and Fazio were strictly bit players, falling back to finish 21st and 25th, respectively, while Ben battled for the title. Mangrum had also been paired with Hogan in the first two rounds. That might have not pleased Mangrum as the two reportedly were not fond of each other, but it wouldn’t have fazed Hogan. His focus on the task at hand was so absolute it didn’t really matter who he played with.

Fazio later recounted an incident in the third round that showed Hogan’s focus. At the par-four second hole, Fazio holed out his second shot from the rough for an eagle two. After the round, Fazio noticed that Hogan, who was keeping his scorecard, had marked him down for a three on the second hole instead of a two. Not only that, but Hogan at first refused to change the score because he didn’t remember that Fazio made an eagle.

“You S.O.B., I hit my career shot and you don’t even remember it,” Fazio said to Hogan.

Hogan’s own third-round scorecard showed a 68 that gave him a two-stroke lead over Jimmy Demaret in a tournament that had essentially become a two-man race.

The thirty-five-year-old Hogan had won exactly as many U.S. Opens as Snead—zero. Hogan owned 43 tournament victories, but only two majors, the 1946 and 1948 PGA Championships, the latter coming just three weeks before the Open. While he did not have a tale of Open woe to match Snead’s, Ben was hardly considered “Mr. Clutch” at this point in his career.

Hogan’s worst Open moment came in 1946, when he had an 18-foot birdie putt to win on the tournament’s final hole but instead three-putted, missing a three-footer in the process. That dropped him into a tie for fourth, one stroke out of a three-way playoff for the title between Mangrum (the eventual winner), Byron Nelson, and Vic Ghezzi.

To his credit, Hogan did win a “sort of” U.S. Open in 1942 in a tournament called the Hale America Open. There was no U.S. Open that year because of World War II, but the USGA helped to run the Hale America event along with the Chicago District Golf Association. Hogan won with a 17-under total of 271, a score which indicated that the course didn’t provide the rigorous test a U.S. Open usually provides. Still, it was the closest thing to a national championship that year—it had sectional qualifying, just like the U.S. Open—and Hogan did receive a medal from the USGA for his victory. He always claimed it as a U.S. Open title.

Despite appearing to be opposites, Hogan and Demaret were regular partners in the team events on the PGA tour (there were a couple a year in those days), and on this day they staged quite a battle for the U.S. Open championship. Demaret was known for his wild, colorful attire and gregarious personality; Hogan dressed impeccably but conservatively and was known for his taciturn expression and sometimes blunt comments to reporters. One similarity was that each had won two previous majors, with both of Demaret’s coming at the Masters.

Demaret kept the heat on Hogan in the final round at Riviera, making a run with three birdies in a row starting at the 10th hole. He looked like he was going to make it four straight, but missed a four-foot birdie putt at the 13th, ending his charge.

Hogan was playing the nearby eighth hole when Demaret was on the 13th. He must have gotten a report, because after the round, he said, “Sure, I knew how Jimmy was doing. And that birdie of mine at the 10th seemed awfully good.”

That was Hogan’s third birdie against no bogeys to that point in the round, enabling him to preserve his advantage. From there, he made all pars except for a three-putt bogey on the 15th (his only three-putt all week) to match Demaret’s final-round 69 to win by two.

Hogan’s 72-hole total of 276 shattered the record of 281 set by Ralph Guldahl in 1937, with Demaret and third-place finisher Jim Turnesa also breaking the mark. It was the second time in less than a month that Demaret played great golf only to lose to Hogan. In the semifinals of the PGA Championship, then held at match play, Hogan won their scheduled 36-hole match by a two-and-one margin; both would have been 10-under in stroke play.

Hogan’s sweep of the 1948 PGA and U.S. Open made him the only player other than Gene Sarazen in 1922 to capture those two prestigious titles in the same year. If there was any doubt before, Hogan had now surely arrived at the top of the golf world.

It was a long way from Dublin, Texas—a cattle town with no golf course—where William Ben Hogan was born on August 13, 1912, the son of a blacksmith. Young Ben had a lot to overcome, including the trauma of his father’s suicide when Ben was nine years old. Accounts differ, but it is very possible that Ben was in the room when his father, Chester, shot himself in the chest.

His father’s suicide was virtually unknown during Hogan’s playing career; he kept it under wraps. A cover story on Hogan in Time in 1949 did not mention it, neither did profiles of Hogan in Sport in 1953 and Sports Illustrated in 1955, nor did Demaret’s book, My Partner Ben Hogan, in 1954; they simply stated that Hogan’s father died when he was nine. Even Ben’s wife, Valerie, did not learn of the suicide until the late 1940s when they had been married for more than a decade, and then only by accident when another relative mentioned it. She later wrote in an essay for the book Ben Hogan: The Man Behind the Mystique that Ben talked about his father’s death only a few times.

Surely, it must have had a deep impact on his psyche. Biographers Curt Sampson and James Dodson have speculated on how it turned Ben into a driven individual. The immediate impact was that it forced him to work to help support his family, which included an older brother and sister who also went to work. (His brother, Royal, quit school at age thirteen shortly after the suicide to work full-time; Ben ended up dropping out after his sophomore year of high school.)

The Hogans had moved to Fort Worth, about eighty miles from Dublin, when Ben was eight so Chester could get treatment for depression. Five months later, Chester moved back to Dublin. About a month after that, he traveled to Fort Worth to try to persuade his wife, Clara, to bring the family back to Dublin. An argument ensued, and Ben’s father skulked off into an adjacent room and shot himself.

For a couple of years, starting at the age of nine, little Ben (then known as Bennie) sold newspapers at the Fort Worth train station. Then he heard that caddies at Glen Garden Country Club earned sixty-five cents a round, which sounded like a better deal to him. The club was six miles from his home, but that didn’t stop Bennie; he didn’t mind walking long distances.

The caddie yard was a rough place. On the summer day that he first arrived at the club, he was put through an initiation where he was rolled down a hill in a barrel and then had to fight a bigger boy. Bennie was pretty good with his fists, and was accepted into the fraternity.

Bennie was quickly captivated by the game, perhaps because of its individual nature. In a piece of serendipity for the world of golf, Glen Garden had a practice range, not a standard accoutrement for a course in those times. It wasn’t used by the members all that much, so the caddies were free to hit balls while they were waiting for a bag to carry.

No caddie hit more balls than Bennie Hogan; later, no pro would hit more balls than Ben Hogan.

When he started, Bennie briefly swung left-handed, because somebody had given him a left-handed club. Glen Garden pro Ted Longworth quickly convinced him that in the long run, right-handed would be the better way to go. Longworth also gave him a couple of pointers on such basics as the grip, but other than that Hogan learned the game on his own, partly by watching the players he caddied for (particularly a very good golfer named Ed Stewart) and partly by trial and error on the range.

Despite his small stature, he developed a swing that would propel the ball pretty far. He did so out of necessity, as the caddies had a game in which the shortest hitter had to go out and pick up all the balls.

Despite limited opportunities to actually play the game (caddies could play only one morning a week at Glen Garden; later Hogan sometimes walked ten miles to a nine-hole course with sand greens), Hogan improved rapidly. While he was not as much of a natural as Snead or some other sweet swingers, Hogan clearly had an aptitude for the game and an unmatched work ethic to make the most of his talent.

By a strange coincidence, there was another caddie at Glen Garden also destined to become one of the greats of the game, Byron Nelson, who was just six months older than Hogan. The two fifteen-year-olds competed just before Christmas 1927 in the club’s annual caddie tournament, Hogan unexpectedly tying the more refined Nelson in the nine-hole contest before losing a nine-hole playoff.

By the following Christmas, Hogan had graduated from the caddie shack to the golf shop, where he repaired and polished clubs. That year, his mother, who until then had tried to discourage Bennie from golf because she didn’t see any future in it for him, scraped together $40 and bought the sixteen-year-old a set of clubs for Christmas (before then, he used clubs he bought for a buck apiece out of a barrel at a dime store). She later told a newspaper reporter that on receiving the gift, Bennie told her, “Mama, I’m going to be the greatest golfer that ever lived.” Ben didn’t remember it that way, saying in a 1955 Sports Illustrated interview, “I never did decide that golf was going to be my life.”

In the summer of 1929, Hogan ventured to Shreveport, Louisiana, to play in the Southwestern Amateur, surprising even himself by finishing second in the match-play event. He hocked the watch he won as a prize to pay his caddie, then hitched his way back home to Fort Worth.

Soon after, at age seventeen, Hogan turned professional when he got a job as an assistant at Oakhurst, a humble nine-hole course near downtown. Ben (as he now called himself) made his pro tour debut at that age in February 1930, traveling with another young player, Ralph Guldahl of Dallas, to play in the Texas Open in San Antonio and the Houston Open. Nowhere near ready for prime time, a nervous Hogan shot no better than 75 in four rounds, withdrawing after two rounds of each tournament despite making both cuts. It was a similar story when he went with Guldahl to a tournament in St. Louis in the summer of 1931.

Still believing in himself, though, the nineteen-year-old Hogan headed west in December 1931 to play the winter circuit with $75 in his pocket—$50 given to him by department store owner (and later developer of Colonial Country Club) Marvin Leonard and $25 from his brother Royal. He earned his first paycheck ($50) at the Phoenix Open, but came up empty in some other tournaments, and with the tour in California had to ask Leonard for more money. While waiting for the money order to arrive, Hogan later told Sport writer Kerr Petrie, he “bought sixty cents worth of oranges and lived on them for three days.” Hogan stayed with the tour as it headed east to Texas and New Orleans, then returned home in February 1932, broke in his wallet and shaken in his confidence.

Hogan moved on to become the pro at an 18-hole course, Nolan River Country Club in Cleburne, about thirty miles south of Fort Worth. He supplemented his income with other jobs, including a stint as a croupier and dealer at a hotel gambling establishment. Once he made it as a golfer, Hogan didn’t like to talk about that part of his past, but he did enjoy showing his manual dexterity by performing card tricks. Ben also worked at a restaurant, as a hotel bellhop, as a maintenance worker at a bank, and for an oil company (some said in the fields; according to Valerie, it was in an office).

Hogan qualified for the U.S. Open in 1934 and 1936, heading northeast (to Merion outside Philadelphia and Baltusrol in New Jersey, respectively) and making the long drive back after missing the cut both times. That first trip to Merion, made with fellow Fort Worth pro Jack Grout (later to become well-known as Jack Nicklaus’s teacher), resulted in consecutive rounds of 79.

Between those two Opens, he married Valerie in 1935. All the while, Ben was saving as much money as he could. Apart from his various jobs, Hogan made money by winning bets on the golf course. Like many pros of the time, Ben generally didn’t put up his own money but had backers in big-money action and was given a share of their proceeds. After winning one particularly large bet, he was able to buy a car.

By July 1937, Hogan had accumulated $1,450 and was ready to try his luck on the tour again just before his twenty-fifth birthday, this time with Valerie along to keep him company, provide encouragement, and act as “secretary, treasurer, and wardrobe mistress,” as she later wrote.

In his first tournament after rejoining the tour, Hogan won $60 for finishing second at the General Brock Open in Niagara Falls, plus an additional $50 for finishing second in a long-drive contest (despite his small size and his later reputation for control, Hogan was a long hitter).

Ben earned just $1,164 in the ten tournaments he played in for the rest of the year, leaving the Hogans with less money than they started with. It’s not like Hogan played poorly, though. He finished 12th or better in eight of those ten tournaments, was in the money in all of them, and posted a third-place finish at Lake Placid. It was just that hard to make money on tour in the 1930s.

A few days after Christmas, back in Fort Worth, Ben and Valerie were sitting at a table in the dining area at Blackstone Hotel, where he had worked both as a bellman and a card dealer, debating whether they could afford to go on the tour’s western swing. Valerie said that, considering the finances, she would stay home and get a job while Ben played the tour; he insisted that he wouldn’t go unless Valerie went with him.

It so happened that Hogan’s old friend Jack Grout and Henry Picard, then one of the best players on tour, were passing through Fort Worth on their way to the Los Angeles Open and spied Ben and Valerie when they stopped in at the Blackstone. Seeing the couple in animated conversation, they asked what it was about. Upon hearing their dilemma, Picard told Ben to take Valerie with him and play on the West Coast. “If you run out of money, I’ll take care of you,” he said.

Picard didn’t even know Hogan well, but from what he had seen he liked the newcomer’s game and determination. In 1948, Hogan dedicated his book Power Golf to Picard in appreciation of the gesture. “Knowing that help was there if I needed it enabled me to forget about my troubles,” Hogan wrote.

Hogan never needed to ask Picard for assistance. While they came oh so close to running out of money, Ben and Valerie actually planned to sell their car for train fare home if it came to that rather than asking for Picard’s help. That discussion came after Hogan finished in the money in only two of the first five tournaments in 1938, leaving him with less than $100 to his name. Ben and Valerie considered going home right away, but decided Ben would give it one last shot at the Oakland Open. Another bad tournament and Ben would have little choice but to leave the tour, at least temporarily.

As bad luck would have it, on the morning of the first round Hogan went to the lot across from the hotel where he had parked his car only to find the wheels jacked up and the tires stolen. Near the end of his rope, Hogan caught a ride to the tournament and barely made his tee time, somehow regaining his composure to shoot a 70 and earn a share of fifth place. Once the tires were replaced, he was left with $14.

Sometimes pressure brings out the best in a man, and that was the case in Oakland. After slipping in the middle rounds, Hogan shot a 67 in the final round to tie for sixth with a 280 total and earn $285. “It was the biggest check I’d ever seen in my life,” he told Ken Venturi of CBS in a 1983 television interview. “And I’m quite sure it will be the biggest check I’ll ever see.” The next week, he finished third in Sacramento, earning $350. Even better, at least in terms of financial security, around this time he received and accepted an offer to be an assistant professional at Century Country Club just north of New York City in Purchase, New York. A friend of a club member on the West Coast met with Hogan and gave a favorable recommendation, saying he “makes a nice appearance.”

The tide had turned. Following a string of top-ten finishes, Hogan was even invited to the Masters. He only finished 25th, but it was still a heady experience for a man whose golf career had so recently been in doubt.

In September 1938, Picard played a role in another turning point for Hogan. Then pro at Hershey Resort in Pennsylvania, Picard unexpectedly invited Hogan to be one of the sixteen players in an elite field at the Hershey Four-Ball Invitational, a decision questioned by chocolate magnate Milton Hershey himself. Picard told his boss that he had never played with Hogan, but had watched him practice and was impressed. Hogan’s dedication to practice was not only making him a better player, it opened a door for him that he walked right through.

Originally scheduled to partner with former U.S. Open champion Tommy Armour, Hogan ended up with a fellow young pro, Vic Ghezzi, when Armour withdrew. That was probably another break, since Ghezzi had won on tour that year while Armour was past his prime. Rated as the longest shots in the field, Ghezzi and Hogan cruised to victory, giving Ben his first tour win, albeit a shared one.

To Ghezzi, Hogan’s determination—even desperation—to win was evident.

“Maybe I was imagining things, but his face seemed to turn gray from the almost violent effort he put into every shot,” Ghezzi said later. “I knew from that day on nobody, but nobody was going to stop Hogan.”

After years of starts and stops, Hogan had finally established himself as a legitimate tour player. But his trials weren’t over. The next step was winning an individual tournament, and Hogan couldn’t seem to manage it. He finished second three times in 1939 and three more times in the first two-and-a-half months of 1940. He may have just been trying too hard, and perhaps he hadn’t acquired the experience yet to make his fierce desire to win work for him instead of against him. But a certain impediment to victory was the nasty hook that had always plagued his game.

From his days taking part in driving contests as a young caddie, Hogan developed a right-to-left draw that gave him more roll and helped him hit it as far, or farther, than bigger kids. Now the five-foot-eight, 135-pound Hogan, who would be given the moniker “Bantam Ben” by the newspaper writers, was still competing against opponents much bigger than he. Exceptionally strong wrists helped compensate for his lack of size, as did a very long backswing—he took the club well past parallel. And he still had that right-to-left action.

In his early forays on the tour, that gentle draw too often turned into an ugly hook that sent Hogan home to Fort Worth with no money in his pocket. He had learned to control it much better, but in pressure situations the hook still reared its head.

Before the 1939 PGA Championship, Hogan was so desperate to stop hooking the ball that he did something that he rarely, if ever, did, before or since—he asked somebody for help with his swing. That somebody was his old benefactor, Picard.

Picard’s solution was for Hogan to learn to slice the ball, and his tip couldn’t have been simpler. He merely had Ben weaken his lefthand grip on the club, turning his hand toward the left.

When Picard related the story a few decades later, he said the lesson took place in Miami in March 1940, two weeks before Hogan broke through with his first individual victory at the North and South Open. That makes for a better story, but Picard did not play in the Miami Biltmore Four Ball that took place two weeks before the North and South. A wire service photo caught Picard working with Hogan on the range at the 1939 PGA, placing the incident in July of that year. So, it wasn’t a quick fix that led to immediate results, but it was a significant step on the road to Hogan eliminating his troublesome hook and developing his trademark left-to-right fade.

The last of Hogan’s six runner-up finishes in 1939 and early 1940 was the most frustrating of all, as Hogan lost to Nelson in a playoff at the Texas Open—shades of the Glen Garden caddie tournament a little more than twelve years earlier. What’s more, while Hogan was showing improvement, he was lagging well behind old running mates like Nelson, who had won the 1937 Masters and 1939 U.S. Open (and soon the 1940 PGA Championship) and Guldahl, who had won the 1937 and 1938 U.S. Opens, the 1939 Masters, and three Western Opens all before turning twenty-eight years old.

Hogan later said that he decided the only way to reach the winner’s circle “was to get so far out in front that no one could catch me.” It was a simple thought, but that’s exactly what he did. And the quick fix came not in the form of a swing tip, but a driver that was given to him by Nelson in March 1940, just before the North and South Open.

After opening with a course-record-tying 66 to lead the field by three at the famed No. 2 Course at Pinehurst, Hogan told reporters, “Main trouble with my game has always been driving. I could hit ’em far enough, but they had a tendency to hook right at the end. But this new driver Nelson gave me—heck, I never hit tee shots like that before. Clothesline drives, every one of them, and not a hook in the lot.”

A second-round 67 stretched his lead to a whopping seven strokes, and he held on to beat Snead by three.

“I was beginning to think I was an also-ran,” he said after the final round. “I needed that win. They’ve kidded me about practicing so much. I’d go out there before a round and practice, and when I was through I’d practice some more. Well, they can kid me all I want because it finally paid off.”

It’s often said about a promising young player that once he wins the first tournament, the floodgates open. Hogan was a classic example of that axiom. He went on to win the next two tournaments, in Greensboro and Asheville, for a North Carolina triple. Hogan finished 1940 as the leading money winner on tour, but he wasn’t completely satisfied. Though he added one more victory at the Goodall Round Robin in New York, Hogan finished no better than fifth at the Masters, U.S. Open, and PGA Championship.

“This year has been really gratifying,” he said at the end of the campaign, “but until I win a major tournament, I won’t really be happy.”

Hogan led the money list again in 1941, winning five times. But he hadn’t entirely whipped his runner-up blues. He finished second an extraordinary eleven times that year and still couldn’t win a major.

Hogan took over that spring as the professional at Hershey for Picard, who was moving to Cleveland’s Canterbury Country Club and—in yet another benevolent gesture—recommended Hogan for the job. This time, Milton Hershey was completely in agreement. It was a great move for Hogan, not only because it offered much better pay ($8,000 a year) but because he didn’t have to give lessons, which was his least favorite part of the job at Century. In fact, he didn’t have to be in residence all that much; mainly, he was hired for the publicity he would generate by being listed as playing out of Hershey.

The 1942 schedule was somewhat reduced as the United States entered World War II, but the game went on, since the majority of pros had not yet gone into the service. It was more of the same for Hogan: six wins, a third straight money title, no majors (unless you count the Hale America Open), and a frustrating playoff loss to Nelson at the Masters.

Hogan’s quest for a major would have to wait until after the war was over. But in one sense, his quest was complete. The boy from humble origins with an incredible drive to succeed had persevered through rough times as a young man and emerged as one of the best players in the game.

Looking back on his life in his interview with Venturi in 1983, Hogan said, “My family wasn’t rich; they were poor. I feel sorry for rich kids now. I really do! Because they’re never going to have the opportunity that I had. Because I knew tough things and I had tough days all my life, and I can handle tough things. They can’t! Every day that I progressed was a joy to me. And I recognized it every day. I don’t think that I could have done what I’ve done if I hadn’t had the tough days to begin with.”
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1948 WORLD CHAMPIONSHIP/PURPLE HEART

THE U.S. OPEN was the country’s most prestigious tournament, but Chicago’s Tam O’Shanter Country Club hosted the game’s richest events in the middle of the twentieth century.

In August 1948, that meant a six-day extravaganza featuring two tournaments, the All-American Open followed by the grandly named World Championship of Golf. The former had a purse of $30,000, by far the biggest of the year. The latter, with a field of only twelve players and a winner-take-all format, had by far the largest first prize of the year, $10,000.

The impresario of both tournaments was the flamboyant George S. May, owner of an eponymous national business consulting company and also of Tam O’Shanter. He used his tournaments as a way of promoting both his company and his club, running the events in a way that produced maximum publicity.

It began with the purse. When starting the Tam O’Shanter Open in 1941, May asked the PGA what the largest purse was; told it was $10,000, he made his $11,000. Since then, he widened the gap, and it would only become greater. By 1954, the World Championship of Golf offered a $100,000 purse and first prize of $50,000 at a time when winners of most other events were getting between $2,000 and $5,000.

May was the first to erect grandstands on a course, including permanent stands behind the 18th green. He was at the forefront of getting golf on television. As early as 1948, the final round of the World Championship was shown on the DuMont Network in select cities in the Midwest and East. In 1953, the World Championship was the first to be telecast nationally.

Some of his ideas were less successful, notably his notion of pinning numbers on the back waistbands of players so that fans could identify them by looking in the program. Many, like Sam Snead, went along. Others, like Ben Hogan, objected, and refused to wear them. May docked the prize money of players who didn’t wear numbers by fifteen percent in 1946 and fifty percent in 1947. In 1948, he tried bribery, saying he would double the purse in 1949 if everyone wore a number, but there were still a few holdouts, including Jimmy Demaret. By 1950, May gave up on having players wear numbers and put the numbers on the caddies instead.

May, usually wearing a Hawaiian shirt, would walk around the course making bets with players, giving them favorable odds—such as 100–1 for hitting the green from the rough or making a birdie on a hole. During an 18-hole playoff for the World Championship in 1949, Demaret was constantly engaging in side bets with May even while losing to Johnny Palmer.

In 1946, May turned the Tam O’Shanter Open into the All-American Open, a large carnival of an event with divisions for men and women professionals and men and women amateurs. The next year, he added the World Championship of Golf, and in 1948 scheduled them back to back. The World Championship was expanded from 36 to 72 holes in 1949, and in ensuing years had its purse pumped up to monstrous proportions while the All-American purse was scaled down to something closer to a typical tour event.

Hogan didn’t compete in the All-American in 1947 because he didn’t want to wear a number, but played in and won the World Championship, where he didn’t need to. In 1948, he skipped both.

Every other top player was on hand that year, though, including Tam O’Shanter’s own pro, Lloyd Mangrum. May hired Mangrum after he won the 1946 U.S. Open, and he fit right in at the “Tam.” With his hair parted down the middle and a thin moustache, Mangrum had the looks of a riverboat gambler, and was known to enjoy card games and playing for money on the golf course.

Tam O’Shanter was anything but a genteel club. It was full of nouveau riche types who loved some action. The clubhouse featured slot machines, keno, a roulette wheel, and no fewer than thirteen bars, according to a 1955 Sports Illustrated story by Jack Mabley, who wrote, “Nobody who can walk or crawl can possibly be thirsty for more than a few minutes at Tam O’Shanter.”

The week of the 1948 All-American Open and World Championship would provide Mangrum with the biggest payout in the history of golf to that point.

First, he won the All-American Open and its $5,000 first prize. Next, he set a course record of 63 in the second round of the World Championship to earn a $2,500 bonus May was offering for that feat. Then, he won the World Championship in a playoff to earn the $10,000 first prize. On top of that, May, in his role as Mangrum’s employer, paid him a $5,000 bonus for leading the PGA tour money list through the All-American. That’s $22,500. And if you take Mangrum’s word that May bet him at 1,000-to-1 odds that he wouldn’t win the World Championship, you can tack on $1,000 to that total.

Mangrum selected a day from that week for the 1950 book My Greatest Day in Golf by Darsie L. Darsie rather than his playoff win at the 1946 U.S. Open.

“It isn’t surprising that winning a national open championship did not seem as important to Lloyd Mangrum as winning a lot of money, for to Mangrum the playing of championship golf is a means of livelihood, a source of income, a profession—and he measures his success not by his low scoring and not by the titles he holds—but by the cash he is able to put in the bank by virtue of his fine play,” Darsie wrote.

Lady Luck was certainly on Mangrum’s side that week. In the final round of the All-American, he holed a bunker shot for a birdie on the 16th hole, posted a 277 total, and waited to see if Bobby Locke could match or beat it. Locke came to the 18th hole needing a par to force a playoff. His approach shot caught a tree to the right of the green and ricocheted back into a water hazard, leading to a double bogey that handed the title to Mangrum.

In the World Championship, Mangrum reached an 18-hole playoff with Snead and Dutch Harrison thanks to his spectacular 63 in the second round, setting up a seventh straight day of tournament golf at Tam O’Shanter. He and Snead were tied going to the 18th, where Snead hit his drive behind a lone pine tree and made a bogey. For the second time in four days, Mangrum was the beneficiary of a poor finish by a fellow competitor, and once again he had one of the trees on his home course to thank for it.

Mangrum turned thirty-four on the eve of his Tam O’Shanter double. The victories were his fifth and sixth of the year. He had an interesting backstory that included being awarded two Purple Hearts in World War II action in Europe. He had dashing good looks, was a sharp dresser, and was, in many ways, a fascinating character. Yet, for all of this, he came across as thoroughly dull, and never quite caught the fancy of the golf-watching public.

Mangrum loved to play cards perhaps even more than he loved to play golf. Maybe that’s where he developed the poker face that he always displayed on the golf course. In a 1952 profile in Sport magazine, Al Stump called Mangrum a “mystery,” writing, “He dislikes handshaking. Crowds and cheers leave him cold. Interviews give him a pain he takes little trouble to disguise . . . During matches he looks past galleries as if they didn’t exist. Opponents get steady and unsettled silent treatment . . . Other pros look reflective when you mention his name. Nobody knocks him but the attitude is: ‘Why doesn’t he just loosen up and have fun? We’ve seen him crack about a dozen smiles in that many years.’”

Much the same could have been said about Hogan, and sometimes was. Somehow, though, it seemed that Hogan’s ability to focus was almost superhuman, and that became his defining quality, one that was fascinating in its own way because it was so extreme. But when the tournament was over, Hogan would flash a brilliant smile at the awards presentation. By comparison, Mangrum just looked like a guy who wasn’t having any fun on the course, and not a whole lot of fun off it, either.

“In his relations with the press and public, Mangrum almost made Hogan a bright and witty raconteur,” wrote Al Barkow in a 2006 Golf World profile of Mangrum. “But when Hogan did speak, it was in measured tones and proper language. Mangrum was abrupt, profanely direct, and unequivocal in his opinions.”

Once, a reporter at a tournament, desperate for an angle, was asking players for their instructional tips. “Monkey see, monkey do,” was Mangrum’s offering. He declined to elaborate. It was a typically blunt answer.

He could also be confrontational. Late in his life, Mangrum recalled that when he was a rookie on the tour, veteran star Gene Sarazen hit into his group twice on the front nine, apparently because he thought they were playing too slowly. Mangrum’s group was delayed getting off the 10th tee, and Sarazen, sitting on a bench waiting for his turn, said something like, “Get moving.”

“I turned to him and said, ‘Mr. Sarazen, you’ll probably win this tournament. I’m trying to make $100 to get out of town on. But if you play into me again, I’m gonna take your bleep-bleep ball and hit it back over your bleep-bleep head,’” Mangrum related.

Some of his coarseness could be traced to his rough-and-tumble upbringing. Mangrum was born on a farm in Trenton, Texas, a small town near Dallas, and then moved with his family to Dallas, where his father operated a boarding house. Mangrum’s father abandoned the family when Lloyd was eight years old.

To this point, Mangrum’s childhood arc was remarkably similar to Hogan’s Dublin-to-Fort Worth/loss-of-father trajectory. But Lloyd’s path would be even more difficult. He had seven siblings, and his overwhelmed mother essentially left them to raise themselves.

Lloyd got into golf because of his older brother, Ray. The two of them used to hit shots at a makeshift green on the other side of a creek behind their house. When Ray got a job as an assistant pro at Cliff-Dale Country Club in Dallas, Lloyd caught on as a caddie there.

When he was fourteen, Lloyd followed his brother west to Los Angeles, where Lloyd lived with an older sister and supported himself. Over the next few years, he bounced back and forth between Los Angeles and Dallas, earning money by caddying, parking cars, driving a taxi, cleaning golf clubs, and gambling on the golf course and at the card table at municipal courses.

At the age of nineteen, he settled down in an unusual way, marrying Eleta Hurst, who was ten years older and had three children by a previous marriage. The oldest child was twelve, just seven years younger than he was. Eleta ran a beauty parlor, which provided a steady income while Mangrum continued his golf hustling and halting steps toward becoming a tour pro.

He also did some caddying at PGA tour events, unusual in those days because there was no corps of tour caddies traveling around the country—players couldn’t have afforded to pay them. But with his brother Ray now playing on the tour, Lloyd had connections. He didn’t caddie on a regular basis, but did so in some big tournaments—always for top players.

Mangrum developed his own game by copying players he admired—he really did believe in “monkey see, monkey do.” For putting, he emulated Horton Smith; for the short game, Johnny Revolta; and for the long game, Snead.

Lloyd began to play in regional events like the Southern California Open, where he finished sixth in 1936, earning $50. Ray had a summer job as a pro at a club in Pittsburgh, so Lloyd listed himself as being from Pittsburgh and played in the 1937 Pennsylvania Open, held that year at the East Course of Merion Cricket Club, where he would play the U.S. Open thirteen years later. He finished fifth.

Lloyd qualified for the U.S. Open at Oakland Hills that year and missed the cut. But the winner, Ralph Guldahl, credited a Tuesday gambling session with fellow Dallas product Mangrum on the practice green for turning around his putting. Guldahl had been struggling on the greens in recent tournaments, and he quickly fell four dollars down to Mangrum before finding the touch—almost out of necessity—to match Lloyd, always an excellent putter.

“Every time I had a tough one in the tournament, I just looked it over as if I were four bucks down to Lloyd,” Guldahl said later.

Mangrum’s efforts to play the tour in 1937 ended ignominiously at the St. Paul Open. When the tournament ended, Mangrum said to an acquaintance, “What does a guy do when he’s flat broke and two thousand miles from home?”

That acquaintance was Scotty Chisholm, an editor, author, and sometimes tournament announcer (he always wore a kilt in that role), a fellow Southern California resident who, fortunately, happened to be heading home. “You go back and get together another few bucks, laddie. Then you hit the circuit again,” Chisolm replied. It could have been the credo for the tour in the 1930s.

After the St. Paul tournament, Chisolm later recalled, “I had a few dollars and the loan of a car. To save buying food, we drove back to L.A. almost nonstop. We rolled up to Lloyd’s modest little joint in Monterey Park with $1.70 left in the kick, dead-beat, dirty, and hungry.”

Chisolm asked Mangrum if he was going to quit. “Quit like hell,” Mangrum replied. “I can beat these guys. Just give me a little time.”

The next summer Lloyd headed east again, and this time he won the Pennsylvania Open, which had moved to a different site. It wasn’t a tour event, but it was something. In 1939, he captured two more minor events, the Central New York and Santa Anita Opens.

Mangrum took his first club pro job, as an assistant at Oak Park Country Club outside Chicago, in 1939 and hated it. Giving lessons and performing menial tasks in the pro shop wasn’t for him, and he didn’t last long. Fortunately, by then his game had developed to the point where he could make it on tour full-time (supplemented, no doubt, by winnings from card games and golf bets).

His first official title came at the Thomasville Open in Georgia in March 1940, and he received a Masters invitation only four days before the start of the event. The relative unknown shocked everybody with a course record 64 at Augusta National in the first round and finished second, sandwiched between fellow Texans Demaret and Byron Nelson.

When he took the first-round lead at the Oakland Open in 1941, the Associated Press report described Mangrum as “a little fellow with a moustache and not much of that intangible something called ‘color.’” He did have enough game, though, to post 36 top-ten finishes and four victories in 1941 and ’42, establishing himself in the top echelon of players on tour.

Then came the war, which for Mangrum would be a very different experience than for other golfers. Nearly all of the pros went into the service, but only a few went overseas, and Mangrum was the only top pro to see real combat.

He could have gotten out of it. Shortly before he was due to be shipped from Fort Meade, Maryland, to Europe as an infantryman, Mangrum was told that the base’s golf course was in need of a pro and he could have the job. He declined.

Mangrum landed in Normandy soon after D-Day. He had gotten himself into a reconnaissance unit that went out ahead of the troops in jeeps to scout out enemy positions. As the Allies broke out of Normandy, Mangrum had a jeep overturn on him near the Falaise gap. His upper left arm and shoulder were broken, and he suffered damage to his deltoid muscle, too.

“It’s very doubtful that you can play golf again,” the surgeon told him, “but you’ll be well enough to go back to active duty.”

The doubt about playing golf arose out of uncertainty regarding Mangrum’s ability to raise his arm high enough to make a golf swing. Mangrum remained in a cast for much of his six-month stay in the hospital, not sure if his golf career was finished. Then the cast came off and “not even the thrill of winning the Open equaled the one I had that day I found I could lift my arm,” he said later.

In a sense, the jeep accident might have been fortuitous. He missed six months of dangerous action in a war in which he was only one of two enlisted men from his original unit to survive. (For the rest of his life, he kept half of a dollar bill he had split with a buddy with a pact to put the two halves together if both made it through the war.)

As it was, he had some close calls in the remaining months of the war. Returning to action near Frankfurt, Germany, he was hit in the chin by shrapnel. “I didn’t even go to the first-aid station,” he said. “We were too short of men.”

Then in Czechoslovakia, he faced his closest call yet. His unit was under sniper fire, and a bullet whizzed past his head, missing him only because he had just turned to ask a buddy what he’d just said. When one of their men went down across the road, Lloyd went out to drag him back, and the sniper, shooting from about three hundred yards away, clipped him in the side of the knee.

“He must have been a lousy shot,” Mangrum later said, flexing a dry wit. “Imagine only nicking a guy from that distance. I could have done better with a driver and a rabbit ball.”

With Hitler defeated, Mangrum set about seeing whether he could play golf again. He could lift his arm, but felt pain every time he swung as he made his first tentative efforts in the Bavarian hills. But the pain wore away, and in August 1945, at the same time other tour pros were back playing tournaments in the States, Mangrum won the Army Victory Open in St. Cloud, France. Shortly thereafter, he won the GI championship at St. Andrews, Scotland. It wasn’t the British Open, but for Mangrum it was a major championship of a different sort.

Finally, he was able to come home to a relieved Eleta and rejoin the tour in 1946. He hadn’t found his way back to the winner’s circle entering that year’s U.S. Open at Canterbury, where he was tied for first after 72 holes with Nelson and Vic Ghezzi. All three shot 72 in an 18-hole playoff and returned to the course for another 18 holes that same afternoon.

In retrospect, the key moment for Mangrum was holing a 60-foot putt for a bogey on the ninth hole of the second 18-hole playoff after sending his drive out of bounds. But he was three strokes behind with six holes to play when a storm rolled in and the thunder started crashing like cannon fire.

“The former corporal was just another G.I. again for a minute,” wrote Oscar Fraley for United Press International (UPI). “ His cream-colored sports shirt seemed to turn to khaki and to him it was no longer a golf course. That rumble was too familiar and it meant trouble. And that’s when Mangrum looked up at the flashes, laughed, and really started to play.”

Mangrum birdied three of the next four holes and shot a 72, one stroke ahead of both Nelson and Ghezzi, finishing in a driving rainstorm.

While he had always prided himself at being cool under pressure on the golf course, Mangrum was even more so after the war. Frank Stranahan remembered playing with Mangrum when he was in contention at Phoenix in 1947 and got a bad break when his ball got caught in a tree and he had to take a lost-ball penalty.

“Lloyd never said boo. He just went about his business,” Stranahan later told Mark Stewart of the Arizona Daily Star. “I said, ‘Jeez, Lloyd, I never saw a tough break like that, under pressure, handled so well.’ He said, ‘Frank, after surviving a jeep rollover and getting out of World War II alive, I promised myself I’d never get upset about anything in golf ever again.’”

On the other hand, the war seemed to adversely affect Mangrum off the golf course. He developed a tough-guy image, hanging out with unsavory characters away and sometimes getting into fights. It was said that he carried a revolver, and Snead remembered Mangrum hitting a man in the face with a sugar bowl at a restaurant.

Even in his early days, Mangrum lived on the edge sometimes. Johnny Bulla remembered rooming with him in Thomasville, Georgia, one year.

“One night, Lloyd said, ‘I’m going to a poker game. It’s crooked, but it’s the only one in town.’ When he got back at 2 a.m., I asked him how it went. He said, ‘I was a better cheater than they were.’”

It’s easy to imagine that kind of lifestyle getting someone in trouble. Some of the stories about Mangrum may have been exaggerated, though one very real fight knocked him off the tour for four months. Still, the “tough guy” picture isn’t a complete one when it comes to Mangrum.

His stepdaughter, Reina, later remembered that with her mother busy running a business, it was Lloyd who taught her how to cook and iron in those early years of the marriage when he wasn’t yet a tour regular. “He was one great guy,” she said. “All three of us thought the world of him.”

Bob Mangrum, the stepson who was only seven years younger than Lloyd, and who later took his name, concurred. In 1999, he told Brad Townsend of the Dallas Morning News, “I hadn’t had one before, but he was the best damned dad anybody could have asked for.”

Bob bristled when asked if his stepdad was a barroom brawler.

“That’s a bunch of bull,” he said. “He was a really sweet guy. If he liked you, he’d do anything for you. Of course, he didn’t like too many people.”

That was the rub. Bob Toski was a good friend of Mangrum’s on the tour, and he echoed that thought. “If he loved you, he loved you. If he didn’t like you, forget it,” Toski said in a 2009 interview.

Another player of that era, Doug Ford, recalled Mangrum as a player willing to give you a tip (“he gave me a very important bunker lesson in my second year”) and one of the guys you could go to if you needed somebody to lend you a buck.

Mangrum was a family man, whose marriage to Eleta was considered one of the most solid on the tour, though oddly he always called her “maw.” (He also had a habit of addressing fellow players as “pro.”) His brother, Ray, in contrast, reportedly saw his career end when his fourth wife shot him in the arm.

Toski, an admitted carouser when he first came out on tour, said Lloyd told him he needed reform. “He always told me, ‘You’re gonna make it out here, but you have to change your lifestyle. It’s a business, not a circus.’”

Mangrum was happy when Toski got married a couple of years later. “He always told me if I hadn’t married that redhead, I wouldn’t have done anything.”

Lloyd’s love for his wife and his sarcastic humor shone through in his dedication to his book Golf: A New Approach, published in 1949:

“To my wife Eleta, who has made my golfing career possible by her willingness to sacrifice the pleasures of home life in favor of a steady diet of indigestible food in strange restaurants, boardlike beds in unique hotels, and laundering facilities in bathroom wash basins.”

Mangrum also had a wry take at golf instruction. In the book’s preface, he wrote, “The easiest shot in golf to learn is undoubtedly a one-inch putt. And your problems will increase as the distance from the cup increases.”

He may have played in crooked poker games, but on the golf course Mangrum had a sense of honor about the rules. At the 1948 Masters, Lloyd led after the first round. On the eighth hole of the second round, while preparing to hit a shot from the woods, he stepped on a twig and his ball moved. Mangrum called the one-stroke penalty on himself.

Mangrum took full advantage of the opportunities that came his way from winning the U.S. Open. He took a lucrative pro job at Tam O’Shanter that didn’t require giving lessons, got the book deal, and increased his endorsement contracts for equipment and golf shoes. Mangrum was known to keep a cigarette in his mouth as he was swinging or putting, so it’s only natural he landed a cigarette endorsement. There was even a Lloyd Mangrum Table Golf game.

Still, he was fourth fiddle in the public’s eyes, well behind Hogan, Snead, and Demaret.

Perhaps it was just that he didn’t look as impressive as the sweetswinging Snead, the intense Hogan, or the colorful Demaret. His on-course personality didn’t resonate with the public, and neither did his game, really. He was perhaps the best putter of his time, but that doesn’t draw in the fans like the long ball does.

Mangrum had an extremely narrow stance, which worked well with his irons but not so well with the driver. “There must be fifty pros that can outdrive me, and maybe a hundred who can hit it straighter,” Mangrum once said. “But golf doesn’t seem to come to them the way it does to me.”
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