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  For Prudence, Hudson, and Henry: May you always bring monsters to their knees
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FOREWORD The Greatest Player Ever, Beating the Hardest Test of Golf Ever





  Bruce Devlin




  On June 16, 1951, the day of Mr. Hogan’s winning of the U.S. Open at Oakland Hills Country Club, I was a 13-year-old high school student living in Goulburn, NSW Australia. I loved to play Rugby League Football and especially field hockey. Little did I know what great changes would soon happen in my life.




  Just after my 14th birthday, my father lost his right arm in a horrible automobile accident. He loved the game of golf, and I thought that would be the end of his playing days. I was completely wrong. After returning home from the hospital and undergoing many days of rehabilitation, he wanted to start playing golf again with one arm and suggested to me that I should play with him. That was when rugby football and field hockey were replaced by my learning how to play golf.




  I never imagined that in 11 short years I would be shaking hands with the greatest player who ever played the game of golf. It was April 1962, and I was in the locker room at Augusta National Golf Club when my dear friend and golf coach Norman Von Nida introduced me to Mr. Hogan. To say I was nervous would be a gross understatement.




  After the introduction, Norman asked Mr. Hogan if he would play a practice round with me, the thought of which made me really nervous. That first practice round was the start of many rounds Mr. Hogan and I would play together over the next nine years. Our playing days together continued until his last competitive round at the Champions Golf Club in Houston. The par-3 fourth hole was the last competitive shot Mr. Hogan would hit.




  My greatest and most memorable time spent with Mr. Hogan and his wife, Valerie, was when my wife, Gloria, and I traveled to San Francisco with them to play in the 1966 U.S. Open at the Olympic Club. We stayed with them at the Top of the Mark Hotel, traveled to and from the course together, played each practice round together, and joined them for dinner each evening. During two dinners, Mr. Hogan gave us the most detailed account of the automobile accident, his rehabilitation, and what most people regard as the “Miracle at Merion,” his grueling physical victory in the 1950 U.S. Open Championship.




  During one of our many rounds of playing golf together, I asked him how many days he took off from hitting practice balls. He looked me straight in the eyes and said, “Bruce, do you realize that if you don’t hit golf balls for a day, it takes two days to get back to where you were?” While I was not able to live by that statement, everyone knows how difficult this game can be when you don’t practice or play.




  After his retirement from golf, Mr. Hogan concentrated on his Ben Hogan Golf Club Company, which became quite a force in the golf club and golf ball industry as well as helping the younger players who were on his staff playing his clubs and golf balls.




  I have treasured my time spent with Mr. Hogan both on and off the golf course and feel fortunate to have called him a friend.




  Mr. Hogan was not only the greatest player, but also a caring and wonderful human being.




  I hope that you will enjoy this book about the greatest player who ever lived, beating the hardest test of golf ever created and winning the 1951 U.S. Open Championship.







  



  
PROLOGUE Best Test of Championship Golf





  June 14, 1951.




  The reigning Masters and U.S. Open men’s champion awoke early in his room in Detroit’s Sheraton Hotel, then began what had become a daily necessity since his body had been broken two years earlier in a horrific head-on collision with a Greyhound bus.




  His left shoulder, so critical to a swing he had labored years to perfect, throbbed; he sought to subdue the pain by taking aspirin and rubbing liniment into his shoulders. His collarbone, fractured in the accident that left him near death, would require three surgeries through the years. Huge calcium deposits were building on his shoulders at the top of his collarbone; in time they would grow to the size of the top half of a golf ball.




  The champion’s left eye, crucial to his putting, was damaged. His blurred vision would worsen to the point that it was likened to placing transparent tape over one’s eye. His legs, which had carried him around countless golf courses over the previous 20 years, now swelled and ached when he walked for even a short time. In an effort to aid his circulation and ease the excruciating cramps he felt in every step, he wrapped himself in Ace bandages, which extended from his waist to his ankles.




  Only when his ritual was complete was Ben Hogan prepared to head to Oakland Hills Country Club in Bloomfield Township, a leafy suburb located 12 miles north of downtown Detroit. Arriving 90 minutes prior to his tee time, Mr. Hogan—he was addressed as such out of respect for a comeback considered the greatest in sports history—would make his way to the men’s locker room, limping on his left side and feeling searing pain in his legs, back, and shoulders. He filled his locker with medications and balms; he was hurting but refused to use his condition to excuse performances below his high standard.




  Not far from where Mr. Hogan sat in the locker room sipping ginger ale, the great green cathedral of Oakland Hills stood in sun-soaked silence that served as a prelude to the heightened excitement and emotion that would mark this 51st U.S. Open. For thrills and theater, no tournament can match the Open. Its drama is pure, its stakes the highest since it is the championship coveted most by those who match their nerves and skill against golf’s most rugged courses.




  Mr. Hogan knew he was up against it at Oakland Hills. Over the next three torturous days, the greatest golfer of his era would hobble around the huge, rolling South Course; not a fast player, Hogan’s rounds could take up to 4½ hours on a layout as lengthy as Oakland Hills’s emerald expanse.




  “A typical 18-hole walk on the South Course is nearly seven miles,” says Glenn Diegel, chairperson of the Oakland Hills Heritage Committee. Wracked in pain, Mr. Hogan chain-smoked Chesterfield cigarettes for comfort. Since his accident, there had been some terrible moments; he would tire physically, and the phlebitis that his niece Jacque Hogan says he suffered from forced him to use his golfing irons as canes, leaning on them for support. Yet his fans knew he would soldier on; as Lisa Scott, Mr. Hogan’s grandniece and founder of the Ben Hogan Foundation, established in 2006, says now, “To not finish something, his will would not allow that.”




  When each long day was done, Mr. Hogan would return to his hotel, standing straight but at times leaning his sore back against a wall or pillar for support. Once in his room, he would peel off the elastic stockings— “this horrible hose,” his wife, Valerie, called them—and lower his legs into a tub filled with warm water and Epsom salt. He would soak for 1–2 hours to bring down the swelling.




  “Quite a Herculean effort,” says former PGA pro and Hogan friend Bruce Devlin, “for him to do what he did.”




  Hogan.




  The very name carries an undeniable magic and stirs vivid images of a champion golfer who majored in grit and guts. Hogan in June 1951 was two months shy of his 39th birthday, but his battered body felt decades older.




  Ravaged by life-threatening injuries and soul-crushing loss, held together by bandages and indomitable determination, Hogan pulled his club from the bag held by his caddie, 13-year-old Dave Press, and stepped to the first tee at Oakland Hills. As was his custom, the terse Texan’s communication to his caddie was limited to brief commands—1.) Do not use steel wool on the face of his clubs, as it had taken him three years to build up the rust on his irons; 2.) He would use three golf balls every six holes (Dick Collis, who caddied for Hogan later that summer at the World Championship of Golf in Chicago, rotated the golf balls from pocket to pocket to ensure that Mr. Hogan was getting a fresh one on every hole; 3.) If he hit into a trap, the ball was to be taken out of play immediately.




  Jack Fowler was a young teen caddie for 1936 U.S. Open titlist Tony Manero when he saw Hogan in person for the first time at Oakland Hills. “All the assigned caddies had their bags next to the locker room outside the clubhouse,” he recalls. “Ben Hogan came around; he was short and was wearing a cardigan sweater. Dave was scrubbing Hogan’s irons with Brillo pads. Hogan said ‘Whoa. Use water only to clean the clubs.’ Hogan was protective of his clubs. He didn’t want the grooves messed with because it could affect the flight and accuracy of his shots.”




  Hogan was a perfectionist, a trait Jacque says he and his brother Royal inherited from his mother, Clara. “Their mother, my grandmother, had a saying, ‘If you’re going to accomplish something, do it right or don’t do it,’” Jacque says.




  No detail was too small for Hogan. He used a magnifying glass to inspect his golf balls for excess paint in the dimples and soaked them in salt water to ascertain which ones were perfectly round. To anchor himself to the ground throughout his powerful swing, Hogan had his Peal golf cleats customized to include a 13th spike in each sole of his size 8½ C shoes. He drank ginger ale to make his hands feel thin—he believed ginger ale had a diuretic property that drains excess fluid and made his hands wiry—and soaked them in pickle brine to toughen the skin.




  Hogan approached his Spalding ball—a potential controversy since he was paid to endorse MacGregor equipment—and applied a slightly modified Vardon grip to his club. Countless hours of abrasion from Hogan’s ungloved hands had worn the rough-textured rubber cord-line grips to slickness. Wrapping his large calloused hands around the club, golf’s greatest striker of the ball took aim on golf’s toughest test—The Monster of Oakland Hills.




  Before Brooks Koepka battled Shinnecock Hills to win the 2018 U.S. Open, before Tiger Woods withstood a torn ligament and double stress fracture in his left knee in the 2008 Open, and before Ken Venturi valiantly endured heat exhaustion in the 1964 Open at Congressional, Hogan hand-fought The Monster of Oakland Hills. For four rounds, Hogan would struggle to overcome his own pain and doubt, a competitive field filled with all-time greats—“Slammin’” Sammy Snead, Gene Sarazen, and Jimmy Demaret among them—and a controversial redesign by architect Robert Trent Jones that made an already menacing course monstrous with dense rough, deep bunkers, and fairways thin as a reed.




  A year earlier, Hogan’s courage helped him highlight a spectacular comeback with his famous “Miracle at Merion.” His steely determination and steel-shafted 1-iron—perfectly captured by photographer Hy Peskin—combined to whistle an approach shot to the green on Merion’s fearsome 18th. It remains the most iconic shot—and photo—in golf history.




  Now, Hogan stood on the South Course of Oakland Hills, his cold stare surveying a sight more intimidating than Merion—The Monster. The course confused him; along with being a stylish shot maker, Hogan was a shrewd strategist, but he proclaimed Trent Jones’s layout “the toughest 18 holes I’ve ever seen.”




  Herbert Warren Wind, golf’s famous essayist, said of Oakland Hills in 1951 that it “very possibly was the most difficult assignment the country’s top golfers had ever encountered in the Open and very possibly it was also the best overall test of championship golf we had in this country in a long, long time.”




  When the world’s greatest golfers arrived in Michigan and saw Trent Jones’s creation, they turned a whiter shade of pale and renamed Oakland Hills “Oakland Hells.” It seemed more curse than course. Even the hard-edged Hogan was taken aback; in his rough Southwestern speech, he called the redesign “ridiculous.” The brutality of it affronted him, and a blood feud ensued that would cause Hogan to step completely out of character. Normally as cold and silent as snowfall, a fired-up Hogan vowed to “burn up” the beast.




  The sheer size and length of Trent Jones’s leviathan presented a formidable challenge for a man who stood a shade over 5-8, weighed 150 pounds, and was nicknamed “Bantam Ben.” Yet, when the tournament teed off on Thursday morning, there stood a defiant Hogan, the swirling smoke of his cigarettes adding to the mystique of an athlete already considered otherworldly by fellow golfers, the gallery, and the sporting press.




  The Hogan who shuffled on shattered legs to the first tee at Oakland Hills was larger than life, a legend whose story seemed mythical. He was known for his talent and tenacity; beyond that, his enigmatic personality made him a mystery. For the gallery, peering through periscopes to get a glimpse of him, Hogan cut a distinctive figure in his elegant attire. His trademark white linen ivy cap, tilted at a 15-degree angle, came from one of the most expensive hatters in the country. He wore an Allen Solly shirt and dark cardigan sweater made of cashmere. His cream-colored pleated pants, custom made by a Fort Worth tailor, were cuffed and touched the tops of his white buck golf shoes.




  Hogan’s haberdashery was as much an ornament of golf in the 1950s as the patterned shirts and pants paraded by the “Peacock of the Fairways,” Doug Sanders, in the psychedelic 1960s; the loud and proud polyester sported by Jack Nicklaus and Lee Trevino in the disco-dominated 1970s; and Tiger Woods’s red shirts in the 2000s.




  Henry Ward Beecher, the famed American clergyman, disputed the claims of Shakespeare and Mark Twain that “clothes make the man,” stating instead, “Clothes . . . do not make the man, but when he is made, they greatly improve his performance.”




  From Snead’s straw Stetson, to Sarazen’s splendid plus fours, to Demaret’s Technicolor clothes, which led sportswriter Grantland Rice to call him “a human rainbow in action,” the flashy field at Oakland Hills would need every aid in dealing with a diabolical design. Glenn Diegel calls the 1951 Open “probably the seminal championship in club history”; it was also a seminal moment in golf history in that it was the first time the United States Golf Association deliberately toughened a course in advance of the National Open.




  Trent Jones’s makeover of the renowned Donald Ross’s layout was a response to the dramatic alterations golf was undergoing. Power-built clubs and lively golf balls were changing the sport. Players were markedly improved as well, evidenced by the fact that 11 eventual Hall of Famers would tee off at Oakland Hills.




  To modernize Ross’s venerated venue and frustrate the field, Trent Jones added fairway bunkers and placed them where their effect on play proved most dramatic. Where Ross’s bunkers were scattered, Jones’s were strategic. There was method to what some saw as Trent Jones’s madness. He wanted the first bunker to catch a drive from light hitters like “Little” Jerry Barber, the second to catch longer hitters like Hogan, and the third to catch Snead and the sport’s siege guns. Since golfers drove the ball different distances, Jones felt it only fair that every man shared the same difficulty on his next shot.




  The rough was grown to 6–8 inches and reached as high as 12–14 inches in some areas. It prompted a disgusted Snead to drawl, “I thought I was going to a golf tournament, not on a safari.” Turning his attention to Oakland Hills’s greens, Trent Jones made them incomparable to any other course, their rising and falling representing the very beating heart of his beast.




  The fast, undulating greens and firm fairways and bunkers made the course as tough as any in the country. Snead noted the narrow fair-ways—No. 6 was the narrowest, stepping off in just 22 paces—and was only half-joking when he said, “you had to walk sideways to keep from snagging your pants.”




  Trent Jones’s plotting was more than just challenging; the contoured fairways, bunkers deep in landing areas, and complex greens and putting surfaces made The Monster a frightening thing to behold. It was a snarling, Spalding-starved creature whose traps caused bogeys to become doubles and triples.




  The approach taken by Trent Jones was innovative; by designing two “target areas” on each hole, the architect made Oakland Hills the original site of “target golf.” He built one target area in each fairway for tee shots and another into each green for approach shots. In so doing, he created a course that demanded double accuracy on the majority of holes.




  “Oakland Hills was unique,” Trent Jones wrote. “No mistake could be made without a just penalty.”




  Hogan spent five days meditating on The Monster and emerged convinced this was the greatest test of golf he had ever faced. The radical redesign of the hallowed South Course, one of the crown jewels of American golf, set the stage for an epic confrontation between the cruelest course in U.S. Open history and the champion believed to be golf’s greatest shot maker.




  Like his contemporary, baseball star Joe DiMaggio, Hogan was known for his aloofness and ability to perform under pressure. He was nicknamed “The Hawk” because of his piercing gray-blue eyes and attacking style of play. Hogan was a hard case; Grantland Rice thought him “soft as a fire hydrant.” His smoky countenance, stony stare, and sphinxlike silence unnerved opponents.




  “Hogan was tough on everybody,” recalled Fred Hawkins, a member of the field at Oakland Hills. More than anything, Hogan was tough on himself. He was a superstar so dedicated to his craft that he distanced himself from nearly everyone.




  “There are no shortcuts,” the solitary Hogan stated, “in the quest for perfection.”




  Hogan was a grinder; for him, golf was like life—a war of attrition. He grew up poor and was not a natural golfer, like Snead and Byron Nelson, who combined with Hogan to form golf’s great triumvirate of the 1940s. Hogan friend and writer Dan Jenkins said it took Ben years to build his swing. Demaret credited his playing partner with inventing modern practice; a typical day for Hogan was to arise early and work his way through his golf bag, all 14 clubs. He would start with wedges, go to short irons, break for lunch, and resume practice. Jenkins estimated Hogan hit 600 shots a day.




  Hogan’s hard work created a swing admired by generations of golfers. Even Jack Nicklaus stopped to watch Hogan practice; he marveled at the man’s unmatched control of his shots. Lee Trevino watched Hogan maneuver the ball—high, low, draw, fade—and make every shot imaginable.




  “Hogan’s swing was machinelike,” says former golfer and commentator Ben Wright. “It was like you switched on a machine at the start of the round and switched it off on 18.”




  Making his swing more famous was his celebrated “Secret,” a modification that enabled him to play a controlled fade. The true secret remains a mystery. Jacque says Hogan told her his secret was more spiritual than physical. “He was a very spiritual person,” she remembers. Ben’s wife, Valerie, believed the Secret was hitting golf balls until his hands bled. Hogan would point to the callouses that golfer Chi Chi Rodriguez described as rough as sandpaper and state, “The secret’s in the dirt.”




  “He would say ‘The secret’s in the dirt’ and he certainly believed that,” says Robert Stennett, executive director of the Ben Hogan Foundation. “He didn’t have the natural abilities of others, so he had to out-work everybody. When everyone else went back to the bar for a drink, he went back out and practiced.”




  Opposing Hogan at Oakland Hills was a colorful PGA Tour. This was the Golden Age of golf, and rarely has the sport seen a group like the one that boasted such showbiz flair in the fairways. There was Snead, “The Slammer”; Sarazen, also known as “The Squire”; Demaret, called “The Wardrobe” and a jet-setter before there was a jet age; “Terrible” Tommy Bolt; Bad Boy Bobby Locke, whose moniker was “Old Muffin Face”; fiery Clayton Heafner; and Ed “Porky” Oliver, aka “Pork Chops” or “Chops,” who packed 260–280 pounds on his 5-11 frame.




  The flamboyant field also counted among its members Julius “Moose” Boros; Paul “Little Poison” Runyan; Craig Wood, the “Blond Bomber”; Cary “Doc” Middlecoff; Al “Red” Brosch; Robert “Skee” Riegel; E. J. “Dutch” Harrison, the “Arkansas Traveler”; Lyman “Smiley” Quick; Lew “The Chin” Worsham; Lloyd “Mr. Ice” Mangrum; “Little” Johnny Palmer; Denny Shute, “The Human Icicle”; Roberto De Vicenzo, the “Gay Gaucher”; Johnny Revolta, the “Iron Master”; Chandler Harper, called “Old Bones”; Jim Ferrier, aka “The Undertaker” and “The Wolf”; and Al “Bessie” Besselink, aka the “Dapper Adonis” and “Prince of Merchantville.”




  Yet, even among this colorful clan, Hogan stood out. Ed Sullivan was so enamored with him that the television host restricted his guest list of golfers one season to the man he called “the most fabulous golfer of our generation—Ben Hogan.” Sullivan wasn’t the only celebrity fascinated by Hogan; singers Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby, entertainer Bob Hope, boxing legend Joe Louis, and famed restaurateur Toots Shor were fans as well.




  What helped endear Hogan to others were his hardships; people related to his personal and professional struggles. As a boy, he was in the family home in Texas when his father, Chester, committed suicide by placing a .38 caliber revolver to his heart and pulling the trigger. For years, many believed nine-year-old Ben had witnessed the tragedy on that dark February day, but Jacque reveals that it was her father, Royal, Ben’s older brother, who was in the room. “My father said in front of Uncle Ben that he was in the room when their father killed himself.”




  Suddenly fatherless, the Hogan family struggled to survive. A decade of failure followed and Ben was so poverty-stricken that he was forced to scale fences to snag oranges from orchards in order to eat. Hogan turned pro at age 17 but didn’t win his first PGA event until eight years later; it took him 16 years to win his first major. He played through poverty and pain, but his total immersion in his sport, combined with his Secret, led to a startling turnaround that saw him win nine majors in eight years and the coveted career Grand Slam.




  Hogan’s stunning success invited comparisons to sports immortals of the then-recent past—Bobby Jones, Babe Ruth, Red Grange, Jack Dempsey, and Bill Tilden. Through sheer determination he ushered in the Age of Hogan. He transcended from sports star to hero when he saved the life of his wife and nearly lost his own in a violent collision with a Greyhound bus on a fog-filled morning in Texas.




  Hogan’s bones were broken, his muscles torn, his legs permanently damaged; Jacque remembers his doctors doubting he would ever again play competitive golf. Not play golf? Hell, Hogan was golf. A year after the accident, he was winning the U.S. Open at Merion, his courageous comeback creating front-page news across the country and capturing the public’s imagination. Writing for the New York Times, Lincoln Werden called Hogan’s return to golf “one of the greatest of all sports comebacks.”




  The Times esteemed sports columnist Red Smith opined that there had never been another achievement in competitive sports comparable to Hogan’s comeback from near death. “We shall not live to see anything like it again,” he wrote.




  Hogan’s story inspired Hollywood to bring it to the silver screen as a full-length feature film. His stirring triumph of the human spirit remains revered. In April 2018, one year before his own remarkable comeback at Augusta, Tiger Woods paid homage to Hogan.




  “One of the greatest comebacks in all of sports is Mr. Hogan,” he said. “He got hit by a bus and came back and won major championships. The pain he had to endure, the things he had to do just to play, the wrapping of the leg, all the hot tubs, and just how hard it was for him to walk.”




  Those who saw Hogan at Oakland Hills marveled at his mastery of himself and his sport. Writer Marshall Smith, covering the U.S. Open for Life magazine, captured the essence of watching Hogan in person. Off the tee, Smith wrote, Hogan swung with “all the businesslike authority of a machine stamping out bottle caps.”




  More than 50 years later, Hawkins recalled Hogan’s heralded swing. “His swing was quick,” Hawkins remembered. “But he used to tell me, ‘It doesn’t matter how quick your swing is, as long as it’s smooth.’”




  “Hit it like Hogan” has become the mantra for generations of golfers. Hogan’s swing was so quick and forceful that it controlled clubs that were like the man himself—forged from steel. Devlin recalls Hogan’s clubs being “as stiff as telephone poles.”




  In 2017, Hogan’s hefty sticks were placed in the hands of PGA pros; they couldn’t hit them. Even Tiger struggled to control his shots with Hogan’s clubs.




  Compared to the big modern drivers, the clubs used by Hogan had a small face and less forgiveness. “Hitting it on the dime-sized sweet spot” was extremely important to golfers of the 1950s and precisely what Hogan and his competitors would have to do to tame Jones’s toughie. “With the equipment they had,” says Fowler, “I didn’t know how they were going to handle that course.”




  The Monster’s teeth were bared from the beginning. From the elevated tee, Hogan could see the entire first hole. Lying just off the narrow fairway was very thick fescue. The Monster’s bunkers were more than ready to catch errant shots in sandy maws surrounding both sides of the green. Just beyond the bunkers stood leafy green trees.




  The first hole had bite, and with The Monster threatening to sink its teeth into the pros from the start, Hogan knew his initial tee shot had to be threaded; there was little margin for error. Hogan believed the drive off the tee to be the most important shot in golf. “It governs the nature of the entire hole,” he stated. “It tells you whether you have problems or don’t.”




  The Hawk narrowed his gunmetal gaze, took a final pull on his Chesterfield—Jacque believes he could burn up half a cigarette with his deep drag—and threw down the smoldering butt. The heavy-smoking Hogan would leave a trail of Chesterfields across Oakland Hills. “A lot of players smoked; it was a comfort thing,” Fowler recalls. “Hogan was a chimney. When he wanted to get rid of his cigarette, he threw them in the grass.”




  With the dramatic toss of his cigarette, the man Gary Player calls the “king of U.S. Open golf” was ready for battle. A great king seeking to slay a nightmarish monster is the stuff of legend. Hogan at Oakland Hills was Saint George dueling the dragon in Cappadocia, Beowulf in grim battle with Grendel. Because of his private obsession with the savage course, some saw Hogan as a modern-day Ahab, his cursed prey not a white whale but a green monster.




  “It was like a personal vendetta for Hogan,” says Oakland Hills’s historian Dick Howting. “He thought the course was a son of a bitch.”




  Something mythic, almost fabled, would emerge from Hogan’s ferocious fight with The Monster; the storied showdown between a man and a course dripped with drama. Famed British essayist Henry Longhurst noted that every sport other than golf is played on the same kind of pitch the world over. Each football field is 100 yards long; every major league mound 60 feet, 6 inches from home plate. “Yet not only is every golfing pitch different from all others,” Longhurst wrote, “but it consists of 18 little pitches within itself. Thus, an almost inexhaustible supply of golfing problems presents itself.”




  The problems presented by The Monster were indeed inexhaustible; they were also unprecedented. Snead stated that, if this weren’t the U.S. Open, “there wouldn’t be many players sticking around this course.” One player, 1950 PGA champion Chandler Harper, chose not to stay, fleeing the hellish battlefield before the first round was even complete.




  “The Monster,” Hawkins remembered, “was very difficult. Pars were tough. You had to drive the ball between the bunkers to get to the green.”




  Hawkins and others saw the course as difficult; Hogan saw it as golf’s Armageddon. Valerie believed her husband’s triumph at Merion was important but that he got “even more satisfaction” battling The Monster. Hogan relished crushing opponents and courses, and record crowds crammed the South Course to watch him wage war with The Monster. The gallery swelled to 17,500 fans for Saturday’s sun-drenched final round, the largest crowd, an Oakland Hills historian stated, to ever follow a golfer. The enormous throng recognized this tournament for what it was—a historic confluence of legends in Hogan, Trent Jones, and The Monster.




  “The 1951 U.S. Open was a defining moment in golf,” says Howting. “Hogan became recognized as one of the greatest golfers who’d ever lived—if not the greatest. Robert Trent Jones became the best-known golf architect in history and the first ‘Open Doctor.’ And Oakland Hills became the first modern championship golf course and the template for championship venues for the next four decades.”




  It would all begin on the first tee of the opening round. It was a Coppertone kind of day, a bright blue sky and the sort of summer wind Sinatra would sing of. “The weather was perfect,” Fowler remembers. “Warm, in the high 70s.” The skies contained few clouds, but the surrounding air was filled with excitement. Dave Press thought the atmosphere electric, the promise of an exercise in golfing brinksmanship proving irresistible to fans.




  Hogan dug his white bucks into the sunbaked ground and issued a wristy address and the waggle he adopted from Revolta, the 1935 PGA winner. A pregnant pause ensued as Hogan positioned his clubhead behind the ball; a slight breeze brought a scent of summer to the historic grounds. Amid the lush surroundings, there was a hush, the moment eagerly awaited by so many finally at hand.




  Hogan’s wrists arched high, his hips turned, and with his left wrist cupped follow through on a swing that sent his Spalding spinning skyward on the first of its many flights into The Monster.




  What would take place at Oakland Hills would be nothing less than combat at a country club, a bruising back-and-forth battle having all the elements of a Homeric epic.




  “The setting at Oakland Hills in 1951 was unique . . . in those days a first,” said Marshall Dann, at the time a sportswriter for the Detroit Free Press and later executive director of the Western Golf Association. “By the turn of events it came down to a man attacking a golf course.”




  News of the events unfolding at this U.S. Open gripped fans and grabbed headlines across the country and around the world; Golf World magazine proclaimed, “Golf’s greatest tournament reached a new peak in public interest.”




  “The Open was the big event, it was the event,” says Robert Trent Jones Jr. “My father’s redesign was a radical change from before, and with all of the controversy in the press, fans wanted the tension, the drama. They got it.”




  Indeed, Robert Trent Jones Sr.’s biographer, James R. Hansen, calls the 1951 U.S. Open “one of the most difficult, most controversial, most memorable, and most fundamentally transformational championships in the history of golf.”




  The indomitable Hogan combating a force of nature, The Monster being both majestic and malevolent, was the sports story in the summer of 1951. As the great drama rushed toward its climax, Hogan, battered but unbowed, would mount a furious final push to overcome a star-studded field of competitors, his own fatigue and frustration, and bring this beast—The Monster—to its knees.







  






  



  1




  HOGAN The Man and His Mystique




  Fred Hawkins could still clearly recall decades later the air of mystery surrounding Ben Hogan.




  “He didn’t have a lot to say,” remembered Hawkins, who competed against Hogan in the 1950s, and said this silence added to the man’s mystique. Hogan’s countenance was as cold and stoic as the stone faces on Mt. Rushmore. If Hogan emoted, it wasn’t with words. It was through the sheer force of his personality.




  “He would fix those eyes on you,” Hawkins said, recalling Hogan’s icy stare through the swirling smoke of his cigarettes. It was said that Hogan’s glare, which earned him the nickname “The Hawk,” reduced brave men to quivering masses. Hogan looked at you, one of his contemporaries stated, like a landlord demanding last month’s rent.




  “Hogan,” said Hawkins, “was a tough guy.”




  Hogan had to be tough to survive the many tragedies of his life. According to the Ben Hogan Family Papers housed in the University of Texas at Austin, he was born on August 13, 1912, in Stephenville, Texas, though some sources list his birthplace as Dublin, Texas. Byron Nelson and Sam Snead, the other two members of America’s great golf triumvirate of the 1940s, were also born in 1912, and the fact that three of the greatest golfers in history were born within months of each other is one of the more amazing coincidences in sports history.




  Ben was the youngest of Chester and Clara Hogan’s three children. Daughter Princess was born in 1907, brother Royal in 1909. Chester Hogan, a blacksmith, and Clara, a seamstress, moved their family from Dublin, some 70 miles northeast, to Fort Worth in 1921. Not long after the move, Chester, in poor health and suffering financial reverses, engaged in an argument with Clara. He turned on his heels, and, striding into another room, pulled a .38 revolver from his carpetbag, pointed it at his chest, and pulled the trigger. At least one account placed nine-year-old Ben in the room, but his niece Jacque Hogan states that it was her father, Royal, who witnessed the gruesome scene.




  It was February 13, 1922, the night before Valentine’s Day, the holiday of hearts, when Chester aimed his revolver at his own chest. His family’s collective heart was likewise shattered and left in pieces that night.




  Ben and Chester were close, the younger son idolizing his father. A sepia-toned family photo shows Ben as a baby being held closely by his father as the two sit atop a horse; another picture shows father and family in an advertisement for Chester’s blacksmith business. Chester is holding the reins of a horse pulling a wagon holding Clara and their children. The signage on the side of the horse and wagon reads: “Pappa Is a Blacksmith. Let Hogan Shoe Your Horse.”




  Ben’s future wife, Valerie, told New York Times sportswriter Dave Anderson in 1999 that Chester’s suicide “hurt Ben so much.” At Chester’s funeral, the family was not able to get Ben to enter the church; the boy was inconsolable and unable to bear seeing his father’s casket. The family didn’t speak of the incident for years.




  “I was in high school,” Jacque says, “before I was told that their father had killed himself.”




  Hogan spoke of his father’s death only a spare few times. He told Valerie he remembered being held by his father, adoring him. “Ben’s father was his idol,” she told Anderson.




  For young Ben, his brother Royal, and sister Princess, Fort Worth must have seemed like the largest and loneliest city in the world in the wake of their father’s suicide. Husbandless, fatherless, and strangers in a big city, Clara and her children struggled to survive. “We were poor,” Hogan said. Royal quit school at age 13 to sell Fort Worth Star Telegram newspapers on Seventh Street. Outfitted in an old aviator cap, Ben helped Royal, whom he affectionately called “Bubba,” sell papers in downtown Fort Worth. They sold them at hotels and at the “T&P”—Texas & Pacific railroad station—and met for dinner as late as 11:30 p.m., dinner often being an orange soda and nickel hamburger.




  When the Fort Worth Star Telegram put out an extra addition, Ben and Royal remained on the job after their late-night meal. Many nights found Ben out all night, sleeping on a waiting-room bench, his head resting on a stack of papers and his cap pulled over his eyes. No longer having a father as the breadwinner, Ben took additional jobs to help his family survive. When a friend told him caddies were getting paid 65 cents a day at the Glen Garden Country Club, Ben became enthusiastic about golf, though he knew little about the sport. He also knew little of carrying a golf bag around a course, but what he did know was that he wasn’t making 65 cents a day selling newspapers.




  Hogan headed to Glen Garden—a seven-mile hike from his home—to see, in his words, “what (golf) was all about.” He stuffed his small pockets full of red haw berries, brightly colored but rather tasteless treats that served as his lunch. Hogan made a habit of also carrying two editions of the Fort Worth Star Telegram to Glen Garden. He would spread the pages of one newspaper in the bottom of a bunker on the 18th green to serve as a makeshift bed. He then covered himself with the pages of the second newspaper to keep warm. He slept in the bunker on Saturday nights to be first in line Sunday morning to caddie; his hope was to get two loops in one day in order to earn extra money.




  Physically small in comparison to other boys who gravitated toward golf and hustled to make a buck, Ben would be shoved to the back of the line by the larger members of the caddie yard. Bullying the new kid was standard practice for caddies determined to protect their turf and eliminate competition. Byron Nelson, like Hogan a member of the Glen Garden caddie yards, recalled the rough treatment of newcomers as similar to a fraternity initiation. “They did try to run the new boys off,” Nelson wrote in his memoir How I Played the Game.




  Ben endured numerous hazings in the hardscrabble yards. He was stuffed in a barrel made of curved wooden staves and rolled down a hill; Jacque Hogan described it as a 40-yard roll and 20-foot drop. He was forced to run through a gauntlet of bigger boys in which he was hit repeatedly on the backside with belts. The established caddies held a kangaroo court, and for new kids to break in they had to win a fight against one of the older boys. Just as he had to fight to protect his newsboy beats, Hogan had to ball up his small fists and fight larger boys to earn acceptance at Glen Garden.




  “Thanks to my experience at the depot, I was handy with my fists and gave my opponent a pretty good working over,” Hogan once said. “So I was accepted.”




  Golfer Ben Crenshaw believes that growing up in the caddie yards in Hogan’s era was a sobering experience for Ben. It was an experience that would toughen any young man. Older boys made life rough on newcomers, but Hogan gained acceptance by becoming pretty fair with his fists.




  Failure was not an option for Hogan, a character trait that can be traced to his mother. A tough woman made tougher by tragic circumstances, Clara excelled as a seamstress and demanded that her children likewise do quality work in their endeavors. Tasks had to be done correctly, and the Hogan children held themselves to a high standard lest they disappoint their mother.




  “She was a beautiful seamstress,” Jacque Hogan remembers. “She could sew. When she was teaching me, if there were even a little pucker in the seam, she would make me take it out. I would tell her, ‘No one can see it.’ She would say, ‘I don’t care. Take it out.’




  “Everything had to be done right, and that carried over to Ben in his golf life. I think my uncle and my dad wanted everything they did to be the best they could do. Their strength and their mother’s guidance guided them in the right direction.”




  Hogan said once that he was driven to succeed by three things. One, he didn’t want to be a burden to his mother. Two, he needed to help put food on the table. Three, he needed a place to sleep.




  The golf bug bit Ben hard. He struck up a friendship—and golfing rivalry—with Nelson. That two legends grew up in the same caddie yard at the same time is a startling happenstance. In December 1927, Hogan and Nelson dueled for first place in the Christmas caddie tournament. Hogan led until Nelson sank a 30-foot putt on the final hole to force a tie. When Hogan appeared to have won the sudden-death playoff, he was suddenly told it was a nine-hole playoff. Club members clearly favored Nelson, thought to be more refined than the hard-edged Hogan. “Byron,” the club captain said, “is the only caddie who doesn’t drink, smoke, or curse.” Minus a club membership, young Ben was refused permission to enter club tournaments or practice on the course.




  In an interview with Golf magazine’s editor George Peper in September 1987, Hogan revealed that the first club he owned was an old left-handed, wooden-shafted, rib-faced mashie given to him by an acquaintance. In the early-morning hours before club members arrived, caddies would bang the ball up and down the practice range. Despite being right handed, Hogan said he did his formative practice with his left-handed mashie. “That’s the club I was weaned on,” Hogan told Peper.




  Hogan was also weaned on the golf game of Glen Garden club member Ed Stewart. Stewart was in his early 20s at the time, and while he wasn’t the best tipper in the club, he was the best player. Recognizing this, Hogan would wait around to caddie for Stewart even though there were days that Ed didn’t have enough money to pay him. Despite the hard times, Ben believed he was getting something far more valuable than money from Stewart; he was learning the elements of the game he was becoming enamored with.




  Hogan would mimic Stewart, a practice that continued for years as he watched the top players and emulated them. Hogan’s fascination with golf led him to drop out of Central High School his senior year to join the pro tour. Clara tried to steer her son away from golf, telling him he had no future in the sport. When she finished speaking, she recalled Ben’s eyes ablaze. “Momma, someday I’m gonna be the greatest golfer in the world.”




  Hogan tied for 38th in his first tournament and pocketed $8.50. Two years later, he made the audacious decision to head west for the Los Angeles Open despite having less than $100 to his name. His first PGA Tour event was the 1932 Los Angeles Open. He finished tied for 13th and earned a paycheck of $50. He had hoped to win enough prize money to continue playing tournaments, but when success did not follow, Hogan headed home.




  “My father was more of a natural golfer than my Uncle Ben,” Jacque says. Royal won four Colonial Country Club championships and four City of Fort Worth tournaments. Ben was besieged by his tendency to snap hook his drives in pressure situations. “I would win $25, $50 if I got in the money at all,” Hogan once recalled. “I was a terrible player.” It was only after he had retooled his swing to overcome his wicked hook, Jacque states, that her Uncle Ben would become the Hogan of legend.




  In 1933, with the nation on its knees financially, Hogan made another run at staying on tour. His flawed swing caused him to fail again, and he was forced to return home. He supported himself with odd jobs while re-tooling his golf game. He worked in a bank, a garage, a hotel, in oil fields, and dealt cards in a gambling house. Sam Snead surmises that it was in dealing cards that Hogan “learned that stone face.” Writer Henry Longhurst agreed, stating he could see Hogan sitting at a poker table, his face and voice expressionless as he stared at his opponent and upped the ante.




  “He might have four aces,” Longhurst said of Hogan, “or a pair of twos.”




  The man who would dominate his sport by the end of the 1940s struggled mightily for the better part of the 1930s. World economies were in the death grip of the Great Depression, and Hogan was making little more than pocket change pursing his passion. He practiced endlessly, but his perseverance paid few dividends. Hogan and his new wife, Valerie, were down to their last $86 when he arrived at the Oakland Open.




  “He had that little black book in which he wrote his winnings down,” Lisa Scott says. “He told Jacque, ‘If I don’t win I’m going to quit. We can’t keep living on oranges.’”




  The morning of the final round, Snead saw Hogan outside the Claremont Country Club, beating his fists against a brick wall. When Snead asked what had happened, a distraught Hogan told him, “I can’t go another inch. I’m finished. Some son of a bitch stole the tires off my car.”




  His maroon Buick jacked up, his two rear wheels sitting on rocks, and he and Valerie staying in the cheapest hotels they could find, Hogan bummed a ride and played harder that day, he later told Ken Venturi, “than I ever played before or ever will again.”




  Playing the final round with what one observer described as “a set jaw, lips locked into a tight smile that was not a smile, and eyes of steely intensity,” Hogan finished second and won $385. “The biggest check I’ve ever seen in my life,” he told Venturi, “and I’m quite sure it will be the biggest check I’ve ever seen.”




  Hogan credited former champion Henry Picard with his development as a golfer, referring to the man who preceded him as club pro at the Hershey (Pennsylvania) Country Club as “the greatest teacher I ever knew.” It was high praise from Hogan, who handed out compliments as if they were precious diamonds. In 1953 Hogan dedicated his first book, Ben Hogan’s Power Golf, to his former instructor:




  “Picard by his offers of financial assistance, his recommendation, words of encouragement, and golfing hints has helped me more than I can ever repay.”




  Hogan had gone to Picard in 1940 for help with his duck hook. Picard instructed Hogan to rotate his left hand slightly to the left in his grip. By turning his hand to the left, Ben would weaken his left-hand grip and beat the hook that was hampering his game and holding him back from achieving the success he sought. Picard’s instruction and Hogan’s willingness to work hard and “dig [success] out of the dirt,” as he said, created a left-to-right power fade. The trajectory of what became known as the “Hogan Fade” would come to influence how golf is played.




  Picard’s teaching philosophy focused on fundamentals—posture, balance, and the plane of the swing. He mentored Jack Grout, who earned renown as the only golf instructor Jack Nicklaus ever had and was gracious with numerous other golfers. Picard offered his assistance in other ways as well. When Ben and Valerie were struggling financially in the mid-1930s, the couple got into a heated argument because he didn’t have enough money to take her with him to tournaments on the West Coast. Picard, who was in a Fort Worth hotel when he overheard the argument, offered to lend Ben money. Hogan, while appreciative, did not accept Picard’s offer.




  “He never used a penny of my money,” Picard told Sports Illustrated in 1995. “It was the safety of knowing [the money] was there that kept [Ben and Valerie] going together.”




  Hailing from Hershey, Picard was called the “Chocolate Soldier” and “Hershey Hurricane.” Grantland Rice gave him the latter nickname, the sportswriter stating Picard swept into town and stormed to victories. Like Jimmy Demaret, aka “The Wardrobe,” Picard had a fondness for elegant clothes. The well-to-do Massachusetts native also owned a gentlemanly deference for authority that attracted chocolate mogul Milton Hershey. Hershey hired Picard as the club pro for the Hershey Country Club, and it’s accepted by historians that Picard put HCC on the golf map by bringing the 1940 PGA Championship to Hershey’s West Course.
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