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Introduction

 

During a campus visit to Purdue University in 1960 when I was fifteen years old, I watched Jack Nicklaus battle the talented Purdue All-American John Konsek. That year, the twenty-year-old amateur from Ohio State made headlines in the U.S. Open by nearly defeating professionals Arnold Palmer and Ben Hogan at Cherry Hills in Denver.

To this day, I recall the robust Nicklaus booming his tee shots 100 yards past the sharp-shooting Konsek. To my amazement, Nicklaus lost the match when his length caused him to hit the ball in locations nobody thought possible. Despite his defeat, I realized I had seen a player of immense talent and incredible promise. I remember telling my dad, “You wouldn’t have believed it. Nicklaus hit the ball like King Kong.”

Through the next three decades-plus, I watched along with the rest of the world as Nicklaus overwhelmed golf’s finest competitors. He conquered Arnold Palmer before fending off challenges from Gary Player, Lee Trevino, Johnny Miller, Tom Watson, and Severiano Ballesteros, among others.

During those years, many thought Nicklaus was a curmudgeon, a rude sort, an unapproachable behemoth with little personality. I did not share that view, based on his gentlemanly conduct after the devastating loss to Lee Trevino in the 1972 British Open. Instead of pouting, Jack had paid tribute to the golfer who had snuffed out his best chance to equal Bobby Jones’ vaunted Grand Slam. The particulars of their duel will be chronicled in detail since the book theme focuses on Nicklaus’ play during 1972, arguably the finest during Nicklaus’ long career. Several updates are included in this re-release of the book, one originally written in 1997 with another update in  2002.

I enjoyed the privilege of meeting Nicklaus in 1994. While collaborating with gifted golf course architects and special friends Pete and Alice Dye on Pete’s book, Bury Me In A Pot Bunker, Pete invited me to lunch with Jack and his longtime friend, golf instructor Jim Flick, in Palm Beach, Florida. While munching a turkey on wheat, I was mesmerized by the cumulative wisdom of Dye and Nicklaus as they discussed the game they both loved. Pete brought out Jack’s best trait, his laughter, as they traded barbs of old when the two were associated with golf course design in the late 1960s.

To gain Jack’s perspective of his career, I requested an interview while writing the first edition. He declined, citing dedication to his own autobiography. That was understandable, but disappointing, since I felt that Jack’s comments about what others said about him would be illuminating.

To present the “voice” of Jack, the book includes references from two he co-authored, two that provided editorial comment by Jack, and numerous magazine and newspaper reports. Included is text from more than 100  interviews with primary sources who shared their impressions of the great champion.

To ensure accuracy, I have, wherever possible, corroborated the material by speaking with current and former associates of Jack’s, or persons who witnessed the incidents chronicled. Tom Meeks, a respected official with the United States Golf Association at the time, and Tom Peterson, Nicklaus’s chief financial officer for 20-plus years at Jack’s company, Golden Bear, Inc., reviewed drafts of the book and provided their expertise as to the validity of the text.

Several personal images of Jack during the 1990s provided introspection of his mindset and love for the game of golf. At his own coveted PGA Tour tournament at Muirfield Village in Columbus, Ohio in 1996, I watched Jack the frustrated golfer with a grumpy attitude to match. This was apparent as I walked the fairways while Nicklaus competed in a ninehole Skins Game with Ernie Els, Tom Watson, and Corey Pavin. Nicklaus’s play was spotty, though he continued a tradition of his by holing a lengthy putt for birdie, to the delight of a cheering crowd, on the final hole to win a skin.

Watching Nicklaus and Watson, two golf gunfighters tested by many a battle, was exhilarating, but Jack’s face was drawn. Time had robbed him of his most potent weapon—length. Oftentimes he drove the ball well behind even the diminutive Pavin.

After the round, Nicklaus walked to the press tent, but few journalists appeared. Perturbed that he wasn’t the center of attention, Jack was short with answers and downright rude to one startled reporter. When he left, I noted a sense of sorrow in his eyes.

A contrary image of Nicklaus occurred at the 1996 United States Senior Open at Canterbury in Cleveland. He was humble and patient, playing practice rounds with little-known club professionals. They were delighted that golf ’s greatest champion cared about them.

Though Jack’s tournament play was not up to his standards (16th), he was affable with reporters and candid with remarks regarding the sorry state of his golf game. Jack the jovial was fun to watch. His demeanor was upbeat dispite his not being competitive.

Two weeks later, I watched the effervescent Nicklaus on television competing at Royal Lytham and St. Anne’s in England. Opening rounds of 69  and 66 in the British Open made his whole body smile. What an inspiration. He played as if he had turned back the clock 25 years. Final rounds of 77-73  sent Nicklaus down the leaderboard, but the magic of old had been on display the first two days.

At the 1996 PGA Championship at Valhalla, in Kentucky, a Nicklausdesigned course, I watched Jack play a practice round with Tom Watson. The Louisville area fans worshipped the two legends, and Nicklaus, though sweat-soaked and flushed, played well. At the 13th hole, a tantalizing little par three, Nicklaus strode to the green. I heard a proud father tell his son, “Now get his autograph. Tell Mr. Nicklaus you were born on the day of his last win in a Major.” The boy’s eyes lit up as Jack approached, but unfortunately Nicklaus never saw him. Regardless, the image of Nicklaus, an elder statesman of golf, but still the idol of yet another generation, froze the moment in my mind.

During the tournament, I witnessed firsthand the character of Jack Nicklaus. After opening the PGA Championship with a disgusting 77, the five-time winner catapulted back to within striking distance of making the cut with several early birdies in the second round. With two holes left, 56-year-old Jack knew one more birdie would permit him to play the weekend. This meant Nicklaus would have played all four rounds in the four professional Major championships in 1996.

Even though he was attempting to make the cut, and not in contention for a sixth PGA Championship crown, Nicklaus fought in the 100-degree heat with ferocity and a spirit that was undeniable. Grinding out one superb shot after another, the golf gladiator nearly met the challenge, only to be defied by a balky putting stroke that left him that one birdie short. Though he displayed a beet red face and hunched shoulders as he left the 18th green, the roar of appreciation from the crowd for his monumental effort brought a smile and wave.

As the decade of the 1990s ended, Nicklaus, his competitive days on the PGA Tour passed, became a source of comparison to the achievements of Tiger Woods. As the young phenom continued to rack up championship after championship, including several majors (six through 2001 and 14 through 2012), the question was asked: Could Woods eclipse Nicklaus’s records? And would he supplement Jack as the greatest golfer of all time?

Ever the gentleman, Jack praised Tiger’s remarkable play. Extolling Woods’ ability, Nicklaus copied Bobby Jones’ line, “He plays a game with which I am not familiar.” Ironically, Jones used that description to describe Jack’s prowess after Nicklaus destroyed the field one year at the Masters.

In 2001, when Tiger captured Jack’s Memorial championship, the Golden Bear, replete in a dark blue sport coat, light blue shirt, and striped tie, congratulated the young champion. Watching them interact, I knew Jack would love to turn back the clock to his prime years so he could face Tiger mano a mano. Only time will tell if Tiger, or anyone in future years, can surpass Jack’s records, but comparing Nicklaus with anyone who did not compete during his era is unfair. He achieved his milestones when golf technology regarding clubs and balls was not the player’s best friend. He competed on golf courses that were absent the refinements made in maintenance. And Jack played when the mindset of golf was not directed at the almighty dollar. If comparisons are made, perhaps an asterisk should be placed next to the accomplishments of others.

Certainly no year is more symbolic of the challenges Jack faced with equipment, playing conditions, and formidable competition than 1972. More than 40 years after he captured his first major professional championship (U.S. Open), the elements of his life are woven around that magical season. It, as noted, more than any other, symbolizes the Nicklaus persona.

During 1972, Jack expected the best, performed it, reached beyond the definitions of success, experienced the depths of loss and despair, and then battled to regain prominence once again. Through it all, he challenged himself as never before, and learned as much about his own mettle as in any other time in his life.

So come take to the fairways and enjoy five decades of the finest golf ever played in the history of the game. Along the way you’ll gain a sense of why he is Jack Nicklaus, Golf ’s Greatest Champion.

—Mark Shaw
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BOOK ONE

DESTINY’S CHILD


Chapter One

The Crosby—1972

On January 16, 1972, Jack Nicklaus rubbed his hands together and gazed at the pounding surf of the Pacific Ocean as he stood beside the tee on the par-five 18th hole at Pebble Beach. He was competing in the final round of the prestigious Bing Crosby National Pro-Am.

Nicklaus was 32 years old, but had already compiled a record as a professional golfer unsurpassed in the history of the game. He was the number-one player in the world, a lofty status he enjoyed several times during his years on tour.

Just ten years into his professional career, Nicklaus had won  nine Majors:  three Masters, two U.S. Opens, two PGA Championships, and two British Opens. In addition to those great victories, he had captured two United States Amateur Championships, 34 PGA Tour events, four World Series of Golf titles, two Australian Opens, and the Picadilly World Match Play Championship, among others.

On that chilly day in 1972, Nicklaus attempted to begin the year with a resounding bang. Based on his superlative performance in 1971 (he’d won four out of the last five tournaments he had entered), Nicklaus had one question in mind: Could he win all four Majors in one year and achieve the miracle Grand Slam performance made famous by his boyhood idol, the legendary Bobby Jones, in 1930?

The potential for a Grand Slam was the buzz of golf circles. Experts analyzed Jack’s chances, figured the odds, and pronounced Nicklaus ready for the assault. His performance at Pebble Beach would be an indication of things to come.

Nicklaus was determined to show the world he was ripe for the challenge. Asked to comment, he stated, “The Grand Slam [Bobby Jones] attained in 1930 may be the most remarkable achievement in sports.”

Most experts knew what Nicklaus knew: The four 1972 Majors would be played on courses favoring the Golden Bear. The Masters was at Augusta, where Nicklaus’s power and ability to draw the ball on cue made him the overwhelming favorite. Five months after the Crosby, the U.S. Open would be played at Pebble Beach, the seaside links that Nicklaus coveted. He stated, “If I only had one round left to play, it would be at Pebble Beach.” He had won the 1961 United States Amateur and the 1967 Crosby Clambake on that course.

The British Open would be staged at legendary Muirfield in Scotland. Nicklaus had already fallen in love with that course, first at the Walker Cup in 1959, and later when he won the British Open in 1966. Then he would test “The Monster,” Oakland Hills, outside Detroit, Michigan, in the PGA Championship. It was a lengthy course, where his powerful long game provided a distinct advantage. He had competed there in 1961 as an amateur in the U.S. Open and tied for fourth.

In 1972, Nicklaus planned to compete in 19 tournaments on the PGA Tour. To prepare himself, he had trained with the dedication of an athlete attempting to win an Olympic gold medal. He was a seasoned veteran who expected nothing but victory. Second place was a devastating defeat he could barely comprehend.

When he took to the battlefield in 1972, Jack Nicklaus was a general, eager to fight for the greatest achievement golf had to offer. When the year ended, he would agree with those who said that the effort he put forth marked his finest hour. By examining his play at the Crosby, Doral, the Masters, the U.S. Open, the British Open, the PGA Championship, Westchester, the United States Pro Match Play, and the Disney Open, and weaving his professional career around these tournaments, a full portrait of Jack Nicklaus emerges.

When January 1972 arrived, the stage was set, and Jack Nicklaus was impatient for the curtain to rise. He had honed his game over the winter months in Florida and was eager to take on the best golf had to offer. This meant fending back challenges from such lethal foes as Arnold Palmer, Gary Player, Lee Trevino, Tom Weiskopf, Chi Chi Rodriguez, Miller Barber, Frank Beard, Johnny Miller, and Tony Jacklin.

Despite Nicklaus’s potential for domination, some sportswriters were dubious of his capacity to excel. Golf Digest polled their “experts,” including writer Dick Aultman. He picked Nicklaus to win the Masters and British Open with second-place finishes occurring in the U.S. Open and PGA. Ken Bowden, later to be Nicklaus’s collaborator on many fine golf publications, believed the Golden Bear, a name given him by Australian journalist Don Lawrence of the Melbourne Herald, would triumph at the British Open and finish second in the U.S. Open. Bowden predicted Nicklaus would be far off the pace in the PGA and Masters, where he thought Lee Trevino would break through. Writer John May picked Nicklaus to win the U.S. Open and the PGA. He believed Trevino could capture the British Open and the Masters with Nicklaus second in both.

The “consensus” among the nine writers polled named Nicklaus the favorite in the Masters (“Nicklaus is due after five winless years”), the U.S. Open (“Nicklaus is best in the big tournaments”), and the PGA (“The course is built for a big man, and Nicklaus’s fast green-putting ability gives him an advantage”). Trevino was favored in the British Open (“He’s inspired by British fans”).

When asked about his chances at the Grand Slam (a phrase coined by a close friend of Bobby Jones, biographer O.B. Keeler), Nicklaus told Golf Digest, “The Slam is a goal of mine. I suppose the odds are a million-toone against anyone achieving it . . . but I don’t believe you should set easy goals for yourself.” He added, “I really believe I’ll have my best chance at the Slam this year. I couldn’t pick four courses I like better or that challenge and inspire me more.”

Lee Trevino, interviewed in the same article, said, “I don’t think it’s [Grand Slam] possible for me, but it may be for Jack.”

The Grand Slam seemed a formidable task, even for someone as talented as Nicklaus. Of Bobby Jones’ feat, noted journalist Charles Price had written, “Jones had broken the game’s sound barrier, flown into its ionosphere, touched its fourth dimension. He had gone so far into golf space that only afterward did the public feel that what he had done needed a vernacular handle.”

In the final segment of the interview with Golf Digest, Nicklaus told of his plans for 1972 and the challenge he faced. “You have to bring your concentration to an enormous pitch [for the Majors]. Ultimately, we’ll all be measured largely by our performance in major championships  .  .  .  The essence of Bobby Jones greatness was his ability to play his best in truly important events. He has always been my hero. The Slam he attained in 1930 . . . may be the most remarkable accomplishment in sports.”

Nicklaus had skipped the season opening Glen Campbell-Los Angeles Open, won by George Archer. The Crosby Pro-Am was his coming-out party for 1972. He was determined to come home the winner.

The Crosby Clambake was held just 15 days after Stanford edged Michigan (13-12) in the Rose Bowl. The day before the tournament, Smokin’ Joe Frazier KO’d Terry Daniels to retain his heavyweight boxing championship. During the year, President Richard Nixon, fresh off defeating George McGovern, would make history by visiting China and Russia.

The 1972 edition of the Crosby tournament was noteworthy since money winnings would be counted for the first time on the official PGA money list. It also was the first Pro-Am in which amateurs were required to play with regulated handicaps. Featured players included balladeer Glen Campbell, astronaut Alan Shepard, sporting the 6-iron he used for his moon shot, and Minnesota Democratic Governor Wendell Anderson, who said that Pebble Beach “was so hard it must have been designed by a Republican.”  Arnold Palmer must have agreed. He passed up the 1972 tournament, the first one he had ever missed in his professional career.

Lee Trevino, who, with partner Don Schwab, won the Pro-Am Championship with a 32 under par performance, admitted he couldn’t keep his eyes off of the colorful galleries. “I ain’t seen so many pretty girls since I left El Paso,” he said.

The weather at the 1972 Crosby, called by  Golf Worlds Art Spander, “an exercise in one-liners and three-putts,” was straight out of wonderland. Instead of the usual cold and damp conditions typical for mid-January, the temperatures were so balmy that the greens had to be watered for the first time in the tournament’s history.

Nicklaus recognized the pressure he faced from the first tee shot of the tournament. “Everybody in the world of sport, except me, seemed to be talking about the Grand Slam from the first minute of January onward,” he recalled later. “Even before the Masters in April, I seemed to have become the focus of constant attention, the guy in the middle of the merry-go-around.”

Nicklaus opened the tournament, which was played at Pebble Beach, Cypress Point, and Spyglass Hill, with a startling 66, to lead Lee Trevino by three and Tony Jacklin by four. A second-round 74 resulted in a tie with Jacklin at 140. Johnny Miller shot 68 to tie Trevino (74) for second, three shots back.

Miller fired a superlative 67 to take the third-round lead at 210. Jacklin matched Nicklaus’s third round 71 and they stood at 211. Trevino was at 213. Bruce Crampton and Dan Sikes lurked four shots behind.

When Nicklaus entered the final round, he already had amassed a reservoir of rich memories of the famed ocean side course. Eleven years earlier, he had competed there in the 1961 U.S. Amateur. His final-round opponent was Dudley Wysong. Nicklaus drove him into the ground with an 8 and 6 victory.

That triumph came two years after Nicklaus’s first victory in a Major. In a squeaker at Broadmoor Golf Club in Colorado Springs, he had defeated Charlie Coe, the defending U.S. Amateur champion from Oklahoma, one up.

The two United States Amateur crowns were the topper on an outstanding amateur career equaled only by Bobby Jones and Tiger Woods. Ironically, Jack Nicklaus’s early fascination with the game of golf was a direct result of his father Charlie’s obsession with Jones, the greatest amateur to ever play the game.


Chapter Two

The Nicklaus Clan

The clubhouse attendant took one look at the man approaching and bellowed, “Go right on in,” in a reverent tone. The man tipped his hat to the attendant and entered as if he belonged.

He didn’t, but for the next few hours, Jack Nicklaus’s dad, Lewis Charles (Charlie) Nicklaus Jr., hobnobbed with several of the best golfers who ever lived. Sporting knickers, slick hair parted down the center, and a similar physique, he was a dead ringer for the legendary Bobby Jones. The clubhouse attendant was not the first one to make the identification error.

The best golfers in the world were gathered to play in the 1926 U.S. Open at Scioto Country Club in Columbus, Ohio. The tournament featured “Gentleman Golfer” Bobby Jones, Walter Hagen, Gene Sarazen, Tommy Armour, and defending champion Willie McFarlane. He had beaten Jones in a playoff for the Open crown the previous year.

Despite that, the star was Jones, an incredible player who was four years removed from his Grand Slam achievement. Jones was the favorite each time out as Jack Nicklaus would be in future years. Jones was expected to win the ’26 Open easily.

Scioto, a Donald Ross gem built in 1915, was playing as if it hated the competitors. Heavy rains had deluged the course, and the rough was so high that Jock Hutchison said, “I lost my ball, dropped another, and then while looking for it, lost my caddie!”

Spirited Brit James Braid, one of the members of the Great Triumvirate along with Harry Vardon and J. H. Taylor, echoed his thoughts. “They should mow that blooming, bloody hay.”

Along with the cries of anguish, the tournament became a dogfight between Jones and Joe Turnesa, one of seven golfing brothers. Turnesa birdied the final hole for 294. Jones needed a birdie to win.

The amateur’s drive on the 18th hole measured 310 yards. A “Mashieiron” delivered the ball to within 20 feet of the hole. As the hushed crowd held its breath, Jones’s famed putter, “Calamity Jane,” produced the winning stroke. Famed writer Grantland Rice called the ending, “the most dramatic of all golf championships.”

Witness to Jones’s extraordinary victory was Charlie Nicklaus, a 16-yearold drugstore clerk. Son Jack said later, “All I heard about when I was growing up was what Bobby Jones did [in the 1926 Open], where he hit it, how he had trouble with the ninth hole and the tree overhanging the right side.”

The fact that young Jack heard stories of Jones’s exploits is not surprising. In fact, from his earliest years, the youngster seemed aligned with a path charted in the heavens.

John William Nicklaus, or Jack, as he was called at an early age, was born on January 21, 1940. This was the year Franklin Delano Roosevelt beat Wendell Wilkie for a third term as president. Joe DiMaggio hit safely in 56 consecutive games.

The year was an eventful one on the PGA Tour. Flamboyant golfer Jimmy Demaret won the Masters, Lawson Little defeated Gene Sarazen in a playoff at Canterbury in Cleveland for the U.S. Open crown, and Byron Nelson nipped Samuel Jackson Snead one up for the PGA Championship. The British Open was not played due to the events of World War II.

The Nicklaus family history stretched back to Peter Nicklaus. He lived in the Alsace-Lorraine area of eastern France in the early 19th century. Peter’s grandchildren traveled to America and settled in Ohio and Kansas.

The name Nicklaus was first pronounced Nick-loss. Later it became Nicklus, with the accent on the first syllable.

Jack Nicklaus’s great grandfather was a steel-hard boilermaker who founded the Nicklaus Boiler Works in Columbus, Ohio. His son Louis was a boilermaker like his dad. Louis married Arkie. They had five children, the second oldest being Jack’s father, Charlie.

Love of sport and strength of character were indigenous to the Nicklaus clan. Jack’s grandfather and his father Charlie were baseball catchers. Charlie won 11 letters in high school. He was a fullback on the football team, a guard in basketball, and a tennis player. He won the 1935 Columbus Public Courts Championship.

Charlie Nicklaus’s introduction to the game of golf came through an employer, Fred Mebs, or “Doc” as he was called. After finishing his paper route delivering the Ohio State Journal, Charlie clerked at Meb’s Pharmacy. This job began when Charlie, at age 11, convinced Mebs he could handle work intended for a much older boy.

Doc Mebs not only influenced Charlie Nicklaus’s future occupation, but ask him to caddie when he and a few buddies played golf at the local Army depot. And it was Mebs who gave Charlie tickets for the 1926 U.S. Open at Scioto, where the young man became thunderstruck when he first saw 19-year-old Bobby Jones play golf.

Six years later, Doc Mebs sold his set of Jones woods and irons to the 17-year-old Charlie for 15 dollars. They seemed a perfect fit for the longlooping swing he had developed, one patterned after his idol. That swing obviously worked, since Charlie, a star for the South High School golf team, regularly recorded scores in the mid-70s.

Upon graduation, Charlie Nicklaus entered the Ohio State school of pharmacy. His stout, solid frame enabled him to play end on the football team. His career was over before it began when he refused an operation on his appendix required before he could join the team. Charlie knew the long recovery time would take away from his studies, a priority at the time. He left the hospital, much to the chagrin of the physicians.

Charlie Nicklaus played briefly for the Portsmouth Spartans of the National Football League. Later, he had discussed his love for the game and those days at Portsmouth with Tour professional Mike Souchak. He played at Duke.

Charlie Nicklaus’s main goal was to earn a degree in pharmacy. This was attained in 1935. Two years after graduation, Charlie met and fell in love with Helen Schoener. She was a lovely woman who understood the importance of family and home. Later, Helen encouraged Charlie to accompany Jack to golf tournaments while she stayed with their daughter Marilyn. Neighbor Woody Hayes, the irascible Ohio State football coach, famous for his torrid temper but a stickler for family virtue, said of Helen, “I realized the [Nicklaus] story was more than Jack and his dad. There was a very important third part of this, the strong mother in the house.”

While Helen kept the home fires burning, Charlie spent several years working in sales for Johnson and Johnson before purchasing a Walgreen Pharmacy in Columbus in 1942. Within 20 years, he owned four. When Doc Mebs semi-retired at age 64, he worked for Charlie in one of the stores. The Nicklaus family never forgot their friends.

Later, Jack Nicklaus was unfairly labeled as a man “born with a silver spoon in his mouth.” He was upset by the implication, telling Golf Digest,  “My father wasn’t poor, but he certainly wasn’t wealthy. He worked hard and was successful, but he had a middle-class income. When I started playing golf, he was probably a $16-18,000 a year man. By the time I turned pro in 1961, he might have been making twice that . . . He had to make a heck of a lot of sacrifices to allow me to do what I did.”

When Jack Nicklaus was asked about his dad, his face lit up. There is no question that Charlie was a warm, compassionate, loving father, and a devoted friend and confidante. He had a close relationship with both of his children, but the ties binding father and son became even stronger, when in 1950, the same year Ben Hogan won the U.S. Open Championship, Charlie Nicklaus introduced the game of golf to his ten-year-old son.


Chapter Three

Learning the Game

For the first nine holes Jack Nicklaus ever played, he posted a score of 51.

From there, the scores ballooned into the high 60s and 70s before young Jack began to concentrate. By the end of that summer, the ten-year-old showed promise by breaking 100 for 18 holes.

Nicklaus played at Scioto Country Club in Columbus, where Charlie had become a member in 1948. Charlie labeled his own play at that time “tolerable.” A beat-up ankle had hindered progress through the years.

If not for an orthopedic surgeon named Dr. Jud Wilson, Jack Nicklaus might never have impacted golf history. After an operation on Charlie’s ankle in 1949, Dr. Wilson suggested to him that he “give the foot as much movement as he could, the type one gets when walking on soft ground.”

So Charlie took to the fairways at Scioto more than ever, dragging with him son Jack, to whom he had given a cut-down set of Hillerich and Bradley golf clubs. “[Dad] couldn’t get a golf game,” Jack said later. “I carried the bag and he’d play one hole and sit down, and while my dad was resting, I’d chip around the green and putt and hit a few shots and fool around like any tenyear-old would.”

Golf was new to Jack; his passion was football, and he loved to practice around home. Annie, the Nicklaus’s maid, had been a victim of one of Jack’s ground-level tackles. Battered and bruised, she promptly hailed a taxicab. She left, only to return when Jack’s mother promised her son would save his tackling for the football field.

Even though Jack had a talent for football (the coach told Charlie his son would be the starting quarterback as well as a place kicker and punter), one expert discouraged him. Woody Hayes told Charlie Nicklaus, “. . . Your son has a great talent in golf. Keep him as far away from football as you can.”

Charlie Nicklaus respected Hayes, but he never discouraged Jack from playing any sport. He realized his son was bullheaded. If he was told he couldn’t do something, he might rebel.

As fate would have it, the arrival of a new golf professional at Scioto Country Club impacted young Jack’s life like no event before it. While Dr. Jud Wilson is credited for resurrecting Charlie Nicklaus’s interest in golf and for his introduction of the game to Jack, it was a fine gentleman named Jack Grout who recognized and nurtured the innate talent of jack Nicklaus.

Grout was a native Oklahoman who spent several years as an assistant professional for his brother Dick at Glen Garden Golf Club in Fort Worth, Texas. He was a good player who took an interest in young golfers, two of whom had been Byron Nelson and Ben Hogan, teenage players who frequented Glen Garden.

The job of assistant professional at that course had consumed most of Grout’s time in the early 1930s. He then became an assistant to Henry Picard, the 1938 Masters Champion, at the Hershey Country Club in Pennsylvania.

In 1950, Grout, a tall, willowy, bespectacled fellow who resembled a dashing South American hero in a romance novel, arrived in Columbus. He was appointed head professional at Scioto the year Jack Nicklaus and golf discovered one another.

Jack Grout was highly influenced by Henry Picard, a disciple of Alex Morrison, a controversial west coast professional. He had a peculiar way of teaching the interlocking grip, where the left thumb was positioned off the club shaft. Like Picard, Grout believed in teaching the basics, the fundamentals; it was those teachings that molded young Jack Nicklaus into a champion by age 14.

Grout’s methods were sound. Bill Thomas, the golf coach at Upper Arlington High School in Columbus, remembered Grout well. “He was as good as you’d want . . . just solid . . . He gave Jack the good things he needed to know.”

The first meeting between the two Jacks came when Charlie Nicklaus enrolled his son in Grout’s weekly two-hour junior golf class. This occurred after the gangly professional wandered into the Nicklaus drug store in search of medication for a family member. “Charlie Nicklaus introduced himself to me,” Grout recalled later. “He’d heard I  was starting a junior golf class . . . He told me he had a ten-year-old boy who wanted to play.”

According to Grout, “When we started, the first little boy on the tee was Jackie. He was just out there slamming away, like little boys do.” It didn’t take long for the golf professional to see that he had a prize pupil. Soon, Grout was using Jackie to demonstrate certain points of the golf swing for his classmates.

Nicklaus said later that that experience provided him with great selfesteem and confidence. He provided insight into his yearning for the game, saying, “The reason I took up golf in the first place was because you could play it by yourself.”

While Jack Grout was capable of competing successfully on the PGA Tour, he preferred teaching. When Charlie signed his son up for private lessons, the professional gave Jack individual attention involving every aspect of the game.

The two spent endless hours working on fundamentals. Jack possessed a natural talent thanks to his athletic ancestry, but it was Grout who mined the gold, transforming a promising player into a formidable one within three years.

A quick thinker with an analytical mind, Grout preached the importance of keeping the head still, stabilizing foot action, and developing a full arc swing by using a wide shoulder turn. Keeping the head still meant disregarding the old adage to “keep your eye on the ball.” That was possible even if the head wasn’t stable. Grout believed that since the head was “the balance center” for the swing, it had to be rigid from address to follow through.

Jack Nicklaus learned that lesson the hard way.

A year into his private lessons, Jack, age 11, was still a “head-bobber.” One summer afternoon, Grout, by all accounts a mild-mannered man, grew frustrated and trotted out an assistant professional named Larry Glasser. When Jackie addressed the ball, Glasser was instructed to grab a lock of the prized student’s blonde hair and hold on while Nicklaus made swing after swing.

Nicklaus’s mother Helen was not pleased about this stern form of teaching, especially after learning that Jack was in tears from the pain endured during the lengthy teaching sessions. The tactic worked, however, and Jack kept his “noggin” still, even cocking his head in a fashion that became his trademark.

Jack Grout’s philosophy about the role footwork played in golf was simple. Conventional wisdom dictated that during the backswing, a player should move up onto his left toe as weight shifted toward the right foot, with the opposite occurring on the downswing.

Nicklaus was taught that the key to shifting weight was with the ankles, rolling them properly throughout the swing. On the backswing, this meant the right foot was the brace as the left ankle rolled in laterally. Coming down, the right ankle rolled laterally and the left became the brace.

Grout’s teaching method regarding footwork was meant to force his pupils to keep their heels to the ground throughout the swing. He didn’t cement Jack’s feet to the ground or put 100-pound weights around his ankles, but he probably considered it.

In interviews later in his career, Nicklaus said that whenever he experienced swing problems, he’d go back to Grout’s fundamentals of keeping his heels on the ground. He pointed out that Ben Hogan used the same technique. If it was good enough for Ben, it was good enough for Jack.

What Jack Grout taught was simple: The full shoulder turn, as full as possible, was best. His philosophy on the matter was explicit: A young golfer who swings hard with a full shoulder turn exercises and expands his muscles. Grout was an advocate of hitting the ball as far as possible with accuracy coming later.

The third fundamental Grout endorsed was perfect for Jack. By the time he reached his teens, he had developed a strong, stout body with powerful legs. He was 5’ 10” and weighed 165 pounds at 13. In high school, Jack ran the 100-yard dash in 11 seconds, an outstanding time for a boy his age. Jack, using his strength, could tee it high and let it fly.

Nicklaus learned quickly that the golfer who hit the ball farthest had a distinct advantage. “You could see he had a chance to be special,” Jack Grout said. “I never saw a kid hit it that far and that hard.”

One wonders what would have occurred if young Jack Nicklaus had been schooled by a professional who taught the finesse game. But Jack was built for power, and his mentor knew it. Grout had him swing hard and with such a full arc, that before long, he was exploding the golf ball off the tee. In fact, he hit the ball so long that one Scioto member called him “Superboy.”

Besides worrying about head movement, foot action, and development of a wide swing arc, Grout realized that Jack had to learn to curb his temper. When the appropriate occasion presented itself, Charlie Nicklaus made a point that his son never forgot.

On the 15th hole at Scioto, Jack hit an 8-iron shot into a green-sidebunker. Furious, he promptly threw his club on the ground. Charlie Nicklaus marched over to his son and said, “Young man, that will be the last club I’ll ever see you throw or hear of you throwing, or you’re not going to be playing this game.”

Nicklaus later recalled his dad’s words: “[They] said more than just criticizing my actions or temper at the time. Golf is a game of integrity, sportsmanship, humility, and respect. Dad helped me realize that early on.”

Besides respect for the game, Jack learned much more from his dad. “[He] rarely offered me advice without invitation, but when I did ask for his thoughts, I listened to them carefully because he was extremely knowledgeable in all facets of the game . . . My father’s great gifts to me were his selflessness and the solidity of his character.”

With Charlie Nicklaus and Jack Grout guiding him, Jack Nicklaus had a solid foundation. Together the three of them never wavered off course, but no one could have imagined the incredible adventures that lay ahead.


Chapter Four

Molding a Champion

Jack Nicklaus recorded his first 69 when he was 13 years old. He eagled the par-five 18th hole at Scioto by draining a 35-footer so late in the day that he could barely see his shoetops.

Two years earlier, he had shot an 81 in the Columbus District Junior Championship using his first set of standard golf clubs. They were a set of Bobby Jones woods and irons.

Just as a young Tiger Woods later idolized the achievements of Jack Nicklaus by pasting Jack’s photograph on his bedpost, the legend of Bobby Jones had been pounded into young Nicklaus from the first day he showed an interest in the game. When he first entered the locker room in the Scioto clubhouse in 1950 at age 10, there was a large framed photograph of the legendary champion. Several Scioto members were Jones worshippers, and they often told tall tales of his golfing exploits.

The most exuberant Bobby Jones booster was a member named Stanley Crooks. His words describing Jones’ strategy made a lasting impression on Nicklaus. He told the young boy where Jones positioned his tee shots on every hole, how he manipulated the ball onto the greens, and the methods he used to decipher Scioto’s fast, undulating putting surfaces. Nicklaus spent endless hours grappling with the techniques his hero used to hit shots from different positions. Time and time again, he inspected the area from where Jones had rifled the pinpoint-iron to within 20 feet of the hole on the 18th hole of the 1926 U.S. Open.

Jack Grout was also a Jones disciple. He never tired of demonstrating Jones’s swing technique, believing it to be the finest of the day.

In later years, Nicklaus paid tribute to Scioto by calling it “a great training ground.” That it was, since the revered architect Donald Ross had produced a masterpiece shotmaker’s course requiring superb play with each club in the bag. Jack Nicklaus had the perfect father to introduce him to the sport, the perfect teacher in Jack Grout, and the perfect golf course where he could practice Grout’s teachings.

If that wasn’t enough, Nicklaus was able to gain a firsthand look at the finest golf professional the game had to offer. When Scioto hosted the 1950  PGA Championship, Ben Hogan was a competitor. He had managed the impossible earlier that year by winning the U.S. Open just 16 months after an auto/bus crash.

When tournament play began, Hogan fell back, and Chandler Harper won the tournament. Young Nicklaus obtained autographs from nearly every professional when Skip Alexander, a touring professional, invited him to the clubhouse. Despite Hogan’s presence, Nicklaus said “riverboat gambler” Lloyd Mangrum and a “scowling and silent” Sam Snead impressed him the most.

At age 12, after eight consecutive rounds of 80, Jack Nicklaus finally broke into the 70s by carding a 74. The 69 came a year later, the same year he received the scare of his life.

Jack was diagnosed with polio. Severe headaches, loss of weight, and an aching back puzzled his parents and doctors. When his sister Marilyn was stricken with the same disease, they feared Jack was infected as well.

Fortunately his case was mild, and although he lost 20 pounds (165 to 145), effective treatment prevented long-term effects. Watching Marilyn suffer was difficult for the entire family, especially when she lost the use of one leg, a temporary condition. Jack felt blessed that the epidemic hadn’t crippled him or his sister permanently.

Nicklaus’s propensity for practice and his willingness to listen to Jack Grout resulted in progressive improvement in his play. His parents built a driving range in the basement of their home, coinciding with Scioto’s erection of a half Quonset hut for winter practice. His father footed the bills, including private lessons and 15 buckets of balls at the practice range on Friday after the swing class. Later, Grout got so involved with improving young Jack’s game that he finally quit charging Charlie for the lessons and the practice balls.

Young Nicklaus’s work ethic added to the equation. He squeezed every bit of daylight out of each day, practicing or playing until it was too dark to see the ball. “I was one of those kids who didn’t come home at night until my mom grabbed my ear and pulled me in,” he recalled.

Nicklaus said he was fortunate that his swing was “pretty much locked in a groove” at an early age. “I’d tee off before 8 o’clock and get in 18 holes. Then I’d spend all afternoon on the practice range and the practice green until I could go back out and play another 18 holes.” Nicklaus said, “[Then] I’d walk in from playing and Grout would say, ‘How’d you do, Jackie boy?’ and I’d say ‘I hit ‘em, really hit ‘em good, Mr. Grout, but I hit a couple of bad shots,’ and he’d say, ‘Let’s go out to the practice tee.’”

Nicklaus practiced vigorously at Scioto. His game had progressed so much that he’d begun some refinements: hitting a series of tee shots that went right-to-left and then left-to-right. His favorite hole was the tree-lined 12th, a 554-yard par-five. It featured a creek bed down the left side and a wall on the right. “I loved to start [the ball] at those trees and cut it, practice those cut tee shots,” Jack said later.

The fact that several of the holes at Scioto were set left-to-right with small greens requiring high, lofted left-to-right approach shots was a blessing for Nicklaus. On the 377-yard par-four, third hole, Jack practiced hitting 8- and 9-irons out of the rough onto the green that sloped from back-to-front. On the 16th, a 425-yard par-four, Jack would cut his second shots over the edge of the bunker and let them float down on the green.

Scioto members recall vivid memories of Jack. Bob Hoag, a fine amateur player and Jack’s partner later on at the Bing Crosby Clambake, remembered the first time he heard his name. “I was playing the 16th hole one day and if you drove the ball to the top of the hill,” he told this author, “you were a pretty long hitter.”

Hoag said he walked up the hill, hit his second shot, and then walked toward the green. “All of a sudden,” he recalled, “a golf ball rolled between my legs. I said ‘Who the hell is that?’ and the guy playing with me said, ‘That’s the 13-year-old kid. Jackie Nicklaus is his name.’”

Later, Bob Hoag prophesied to anyone who would listen that a new challenger to the professionals was coming. “I used to play with Dow Finsterwald all the time and with Arnold Palmer quite a bit,” he said. “When I came back to Scioto and played with Jack, I knew he could hit the ball better than they could. I kept telling people that.”

While Bob Hoag was impressed with Jack’s shotmaking ability, Robin Obetz, another fine player at Scioto and later Nicklaus’s best man at his wedding, noted the young golfer’s mental capability. “Starting early,” Obetz said, “[Jack] has always been mentally and emotionally mature. He could always control his emotions . . . he had the ability to reason very well and to block out extraneous matters.”

When Jack Nicklaus was 13, he started beating other golfers, first the older members at Scioto and then youngsters his own age in Columbus area tournaments. His first victory came in the Ohio State Juniors Tournament in Toledo. He shot 161 for 36 holes. He then won the Columbus Junior Match Play Championship before testing his skills as the youngest qualifier in the USGA Juniors at storied Southern Hills in Oklahoma. He won three matches before being defeated. His visit to that great golf course was the first of many for the young Nicklaus. Charlie wanted to give him valuable experience on championship layouts.

Nicklaus’ handicap at age 13 was three. A startled teacher at school brought this to his attention. “Jack,” she said, “I looked in the paper this morning. They printed all the handicaps in the area and you’re the lowest.”

Not that he always played to the low handicap. In July of 1953 at age 13 he shot a 53 while playing with the immortal LPGA golfer Patty Berg. She had been the United States Women’s Open Champion in 1946. Nicklaus said later he “caught a case of the shanks” and “was embarrassed by his performance for several weeks.”

At age 14, Nicklaus recorded his first hole-in-one while winning the Columbus Juniors. He lost in the second round of the USGA Juniors in Los Angeles to Hugh Royer, a future Tour player. At that tournament, he attended a clinic given by Byron Nelson. “The caddie never moved sideways,” Nicklaus said, impressed with Nelson’s ball striking ability and the fact the caddie shagging balls remained stationary.

Nicklaus’s 15th year, 1955, was marked by additional victories and five scores of 63 on the challenging Ohio State Gray course. More important was his chance meeting with Bobby Jones at the Country Club of Virginia, where Nicklaus had qualified for his first United States Amateur Championship.

Bobby Jones spoke at the player’s banquet honoring the 25th anniversary of his final appearance in the tournament. That had been 1930, the year of the Grand Slam.

During the Amateur, Jones watched in awe as Nicklaus hit the ball onto the green at the monstrous 460-yard par-four finishing hole in regulation. He was the only contestant to do so. Upon learning from reporters that Nicklaus was just 15, the legendary golfer invited Jack and his father for a chat.

Jack later described the brief encounter as a tremendous thrill. Toward the end of the conversation, Jones surprised Nicklaus by saying, “I’m coming out to watch you play a few holes.”

During Nicklaus’s long and illustrious career, there would be few times he couldn’t live up to his billing. This was one of them. One up after ten holes against Bob Gardner, a future Walker Cup player, Nicklaus proceeded to lose three straight holes as Jones watched. He managed to square the match after Jones bid adieu, but eventually lost on the 18th hole.

Despite Jack’s defeat, Bobby Jones had been impressed. So had a talented amateur named William “Bill” Hyndman. “I first saw Jack play in the ’55 Amateur,” he told this author. “He had tremendous ability. So big and strong. And he was very long. He just stepped up and hit the ball as hard as possible.”

Nicklaus continued to improve through 1956 and 1957. His biggest win came in the Ohio State Open in 1956, the year New York Yankee righthander Don Larsen pitched his perfect game in the World Series and crooner Elvis Presley had his first hit single. Nicklaus shot 76 and 70 in the first two rounds. He then flew to Urbana, Ohio, where he played an exhibition match with Sam Snead at the Urbana Country Club, a course designed by Paul Francis Dye, whose son Pete would make a name for himself as one of the great golf course architects in history.

Snead defeated the young prodigy with a score of 68 to 72, all the while irritating Nicklaus by calling him “Junior.” But Sam’s smooth game must have stuck with Nicklaus. The next afternoon he recorded scores of 64 and 70 to whip the best amateurs and professionals the state had to offer in the Ohio Open.

Jack Nicklaus and Bobby Jones met again in 1957. They were photographed together at the International Jaycees Junior Championship played at Ohio State. That same year, Nicklaus played with future United States and British Amateur Champion Vinny Giles. He told this author, “Jack was overpowering the ball. He was 75 yards ahead of me all the time. It was very discouraging.”

Jack’s length proved to be of little assistance at the U.S. Open in 1957. That was the first year he qualified. In 1956, at age 16, his score had positioned him as second alternate, but he was denied a chance to play when no one withdrew.

In 1957, Nicklaus started play in the Open as if he could teach the professionals a thing or two. His playing companions were PGA Tour players Tommy Jacobs and Fred Wampler. Jack hit a 3-wood off the tee on the first hole, and a 7-iron shot catapulted the ball onto the green. He then holed a birdie putt from 35 feet. When he parred the second and the third, Jack Nicklaus’s name appeared on the leader board in a Major championship for the first time.

Unfortunately, Nicklaus drove into the left rough on the fourth hole, flubbed his second and third shots and recorded a double bogey. The letters of Nicklaus’s name disappeared from the scoreboard.

The same year Jack played in the Open, Bobby Jones visited Scioto and asked Jack Grout for a look at his prize pupil. “Mr. Jones gave Nicklaus a great deal of attention that day,” Grout recalled, “and then advised me not to make any changes in the young man’s style. He said Jack had such good balance, and such a good sense of fundamentals, including an excellent head position, and was certain the necessary transitional adjustments would come naturally later.”

Grout took to heart Jones’s words. “Although other professionals later urged me to alter Nicklaus’s style,” he said, “I followed Jones’ advice, and I’m glad I did.” While the physical skills Nicklaus possessed were being honed in his mid-teens, there was evidence that he possessed a strong mental makeup as well.

In junior high school, Jack was a good runner for the track team and the starting quarterback as well as the punter and place-kicker on the football team. Jack also played baseball in his teens, having taken up the sport while competing in a Boy Scout league. His position was catcher, forcing him to be the field general that controlled play for his team.

In high school, Nicklaus was a three-year starter on the basketball team. As a senior, he averaged 18 points a game and was named “All League” and honorable mention “All State.” Jack showed the ability to concentrate well under pressure, once hitting 26 consecutive free throws.

In the classroom and in the social arena, Jack excelled. Longtime friend Robin Obetz said, “Jack was no average kid. He was never average. He was a much better than average student (3.25 average), much better than average personality, his athletic abilities were exceptional; he was popular socially, and had a good balance between golf and social.”

Despite abilities in other sports, Jack knew golf was more than a game for him. He spent every possible moment he could with Jack Grout.

During Nicklaus’s high school years, they worked on two additional facets of the game: hitting the ball high and developing better expertise in hitting the left-to-right or fade shot. Jack’s ability to master both would assist him in becoming a dominant player.

The Bobby Jones influence surfaced again regarding Grout’s lessons on hitting the high shot. Doing so, Grout told his protégé, would enable him to land the ball softly, almost vertically, on hard greens with difficult cup locations. This would be particularly helpful in Major tournaments when bedeviled officials positioned the cup where only a magician could get near them.

The Nicklaus swing virtually “swept” the ball off the ground. Jack’s angle coming through the impact area and the fact that he was instructed to position the ball forward in his stance predicted the high degree to which the ball ascended.

The need to hit a high fade was the result of Grout’s disgust for the hook, which he called the worst shot in golf. He knew when a player came over the ball and snapped it, the result would be a speeding, overspinning, out-of-control bullet headed for disaster.

Grout explained, “You can hit a duck-hook, but not a duck-slice. The ball may find trouble, but normally it’s at least playable.” Later, Nicklaus recalled Grout’s wisdom, pointing out that Ben Hogan never became a great player until he learned to hit the ball left-to-right.

Everything Jack Grout was teaching Jack Nicklaus was preparing him for Major tournaments. As Jack approached his college years, his mentor had set the stage for greatness. He wasn’t alone in recognizing Nicklaus’s potential.

Besides Charlie Nicklaus, Bobby Jones knew Jack was a winner. In fact, his admiration of Nicklaus became apparent in 1959, when Jack was about to face off with Robert T. Jones III, Bobby’s son, in the United States Amateur in Colorado. Young Bobby told Jack his dad was thinking about coming out to watch him play, but when he learned of the pairing against Nicklaus, he changed his mind. “He told me it wasn’t worth it to just come watch me play one round,” young Jones said.

And he was right. Jack dusted young Bobby 7 and 6. It was the year Nicklaus made a serious bid to win his first Major championship.
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Chapter Five

Glory in the Mountains

The putt was eight feet. “Not much break,” caddie Bob Valdes said. “Left edge, if anything.”

Nineteen-year-old Jack Nicklaus took one more long glance from behind the golf ball. Then he crouched low over the ball, a position that was to become familiar to fans for the next half-century.

Watching near the fringe of the green at the Broadmoor Country Club in Colorado Springs was thin-as-a-rail defending champion Charlie Coe. The soft-spoken Oklahoma oil broker had won the United States Amateur Championship at the Olympic Club in San Francisco in 1958. He had defeated future Masters champion Tommy Aaron 5 and 4. Now, a year later, Nicklaus, the 5’ 10”, 190-plus-pound behemoth from Ohio State was one putt away from stealing his crown.

The two golf gladiators had battled for 35 holes. Golf Journal called the match a “classic drama.”

Charlie Coe knew he’d have his hands full with Nicklaus, 16 years his junior. The veteran had hit the match running with three birdies on the first three holes, but Nicklaus countered with two of his own. Jack refused to fold and was just two down after the first 18 holes of the 36-hole match.

Despite the lead, Coe was far from confident. He had seen firsthand how good the teenager was while both were members of the Walker Cup team. Captained by Coe, it had defeated the British at Muirfield in Scotland earlier that year. Now Coe faced Nicklaus and the old-fashioned, hickory-shafted putter that the young golfer had purchased during the United States/British matches.

That putter had worked its magic during Nicklaus’s early rounds. He had putted brilliantly all week, especially in the semifinals against a Californian, Gene Andrews. On the 35th hole of their match, Nicklaus attempted to take advantage of a flowing wind and the thin mountain air and drive the 613-yard, dogleg par-five. The result was a bad hook followed by two more errant shots. His fourth finally landed the ball 25 feet above the hole. Andrews was on in three and looked to square the match with par. Nicklaus then hit what was one of the first crucial shots that could make or break his chances in a Major championship.

Surveying the putt carefully, he noticed that the grass on the 17th green was heavier than that on other holes. He hit a firm putt over a severe hump and squarely into the cup to tie the hole, prompting Andrews to later tell reporters, “There was no way that ball could get into the cup. Just no way it could be done.” Jack then eliminated Andrews on 18.

In the afternoon round of the final match against Charlie Coe, Nicklaus drove long and straight while Coe’s ball found the rough on several occasions. By the 21st hole, the two combatants were square. The next 14 holes produced a tie heading into the deciding 36th hole.

The huge gallery prepared for the drama on the 7,010-yard course bulldozed out of the Rampart Range of the Rocky Mountains 6,500 feet above sea level. It was the wily, cagey veteran against the upstart youngster from Ohio.

On 18, a 430-yard par-four, Nicklaus drove six yards ahead of Coe, who used a 3-wood off the tee. The Oklahoman then hit an 8-iron that bounded over the green, leaving himself a challenging chip shot.

Nicklaus first chose an 8-iron. After watching the result of Coe’s shot, he switched to a 9. Playing the ball back in his stance, he spanked a low punch shot that hit on the front portion of the green and rolled to within eight feet of the hole.

Coe’s deft short game produced a sensational chip that stopped a halfturn from the cup. Nicklaus circled his ball, sizing up the distance and texture of the green. He crouched beside the ball, took three practice swings, set the putter behind the ball and drew back. The downswing produced a stroke that was straight and true. The ball dropped in the right side of the hole.

Jack Nicklaus had captured his first Major tournament, the 1959 United States Amateur. That same year Billy Casper won the U.S. Open.

Nicklaus was the youngest champion since Willie Fownes, Jr. had won the tournament in 1910, at age 19. Coe, despite being a fierce competitor, was a graceful loser, impressing Nicklaus with his gentlemanly manner. That was a trait Nicklaus sought to emulate throughout his career.

Jack Nicklaus’s win in the United States Amateur brought an end to a hectic two years since Nicklaus had entered Ohio State. Jack didn’t compete on the golf team until his junior year. He was ineligible the first year as a freshman  (they weren’t allowed to compete), and the second year found him flying off to Scotland with the Walker Cup team during the spring quarter when collegiate play occurred.

Academics and golf were not the only things in Jack’s life at Ohio State. Shortly after the 1959 United States Amateur Championship, he met his bride-to-be Barbara Bash, an intelligent, attractive graduate of North High School in Columbus. The daughter of a high school mathematics teacher, Barbara, an elementary education major, met Jack when he was elected Snow Ball King during an inter-school winter carnival, beating out the competition from her school. Barbara teased him about influencing the judges, but Jack won her over and the two became a steady couple.

The relationship blossomed when Barbara’s father tutored Jack for  an algebra-trigonometry exam. A score of 100 resulted and Jack aced the course.

Nicklaus’s major was pre-pharmacy. He could not sustain his zeal to push pills, and finally ended up pursuing a degree in insurance. He did not earn a degree.

Nicklaus’s national reputation began spreading in 1958. He won the Trans-Mississippi Championship at age 18. That tournament, the Western, and the North and South Tournaments played second banana to the United States Amateur, but they were prestigious tournaments where the country’s best amateurs competed.

The Trans-Mississippi Tournament was played at Prairie Dunes, designer Perry Maxwell’s gem near Hutchison, Kansas. In the semifinals, Nicklaus faced a 32-year-old aspiring golf architect named Pete Dye.

Dye, who along with his wife Alice would design such magnificent layouts as Harbour Town, Oak Tree, Crooked Stick, the Stadium Course at TPC, Oak Tree, Whistling Straits, and Teeth of the Dog in the Dominican Republic, fought a good fight, but to no avail. “Midway through the front nine, my confidence wavered when I found myself being outdriven by 30 yards on every hole by this young kid half my age,” Dye said in his autobiography, Bury Me In A Pot Bunker. “After he dusted me off, Jack went on to become the youngest champion in the history of the Trans-Mississippi.”

After the loss, Pete Dye remembered asking Nicklaus to bring his clubs back to Ohio. “I flew back to Ohio,” Dye told this author, “but I asked Jack to bring my clubs back in the trunk of his dad’s car. He might have won the tournament and his incredible memory let him recall every shot he ever hit, bur he forgot my clubs. Left them out in the middle of Kansas.”
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