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To golf and all the opportunities it has provided and doors it has opened for me.
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Introduction

Hello. I am a human being. In all my decades of writing, I have never felt the need to qualify myself as such because the species of anyone whose name appears as the author of anything has always been obvious. But now, after more than 40 years of tapping out stories, columns, essays, and books—starting in the waning days of the manual typewriter to now, as I sit at the ultra-sleek keyboard of my spanking new MacBook—I need to assure you that I am a living, breathing mass of flesh and that the experiences that follow were undertaken by this mass of flesh. No AI was used in creating this book.

These experiences and observations are accumulated over 40 years of playing this disobliging game and a quarter of a century of traveling around the world in pursuit of new experiences, with golf as the catalyst. I feel quite fortunate to have been able to undertake these experiences and, quite frankly, I have not yet gotten to a few of them. For some of these bucket list experiences, I relied on friends who have done them or occasionally just good old-fashioned reporting, which is how I got my start as a writer. But most of the suggestions in this book stem from my personal experiences and observations of playing this game with friends, family, fellow competitors, and the occasional stranger.

Golf, narcotic pastime that it is, has taken me to many far-reaching extremes of this planet, and for that I am grateful. It has fostered enduring friendships with people I otherwise would have never met and without whom my life would be less rich because without them, some of these experiences never would have happened. Should any of those friends read this book, they may recognize themselves in these stories.

As you read, I suspect my affection for links golf will become quite apparent. If you haven’t played the great seaside courses of the British Isles, perhaps some of my writings will inspire you to do so. They are among the most attainable bucket list experiences as well as the experiences that I have found to be most unforgettable. In my decades of travel, I have lost track of the number of times I have set off on such journeys, but I have not lost track of the courses I’ve played—the great ones, the hidden gems, and the ordinary—or the friends I have played them with. And to you, my reader, I offer these personal stories and experiences—things artificial intelligence couldn’t possibly relate—and I challenge you to undertake some, or many. Your golfing journey, your life journey, will be enhanced by it.

As a writer, I hate AI and I have a growing distain for humans who think I can be replaced by a soulless digital technology. As a consumer, I am quite aware of artificially created books that may draw readers with pretty covers but contain little substance beyond the regurgitation of facts and glaring lack of emotion. On these pages I have avoided dictating what your golf bucket list should look like. I have no monopoly on golf wisdom. I can’t tell you how many golf courses there are in Ireland, or Scotland, or England, or Wales. But I can relate the experience of playing the game in those destinations. So rather than telling you what courses your bucket list should include (there are plenty such bucket list musings on the internet), I urge to you crave the experiences golf offers outside of your home course and contemplate the game not as shots and rounds and scorecards collected but as an extension of your being, human as it is.
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CHAPTER 1 10 Tee Shots You Need to Hit







	1: No. 1 The Old Course at St. Andrews

	2: No. 1 Machrihanish Golf Club

	3: No. 17 Tournament Players Club at Sawgrass

	4: No. 17 The Old Course at St. Andrews

	5: No. 7 Pebble Beach Golf Links

	6: No. 1 In a Real Tournament

	7: No. 8 Royal Troon Golf Club

	8: No. 1 The Old Course at Ballybunion

	9: Nos. 5–8 and 15–17 Casa de Campo’s Teeth of the Dog

	10: No. 5 Lahinch Golf Club
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You can stand on the first tee at Pebble Beach Golf Links and wonder what all the fuss is about. You can belly up, pay your green fee, and get your ass kicked on the first tee at the Bethpage Black Course or Pinehurst No. 2 or Tournament Players Club (TPC) Sawgrass. You can stride snobbishly off the first tee at Augusta National Golf Club, Cypress Point Club, or Pine Valley Golf Club and in relative secrecy, just as you can off the first tee at many of the world’s great courses—except one. The first tee of the Old Course at St. Andrews is different.

This is the game’s most-hallowed ground. You may have plotted and planned, scrimped and saved for years. You may have dared to dream of playing this course. But when you get to the first tee of the Old Course at St. Andrews, you will have to hit your first tee shot in front of what might seem like half of the “Auld Grey Toon,” Scottish brogue for this small town of drab stone buildings and often overcast skies. There is no lack of well-stocked, comfortably stooled imbibing establishments here, but townsfolk and visitors prefer to mill about the first tee and watch nervous golfers from around the world try not to embarrass themselves with questionable swings and sometimes shameful results.

Here, you’ll notice tradesmen, craftsmen, and shop owners lollygag past on their lunch hour or on their way to or from work on those lusciously long Scottish summer days when you can tee off at six in the evening and still get in 18. Tourists, some golfers and some not, will gather along the white rail fence that separates the first tee and adjacent eighteenth green from the town, as if watching a long shot head down the backstretch. Guests at the hotel across the street from the eighteenth fairway will peer out their hotel room windows, and St. Andrews members will watch you from the clubhouse window. Caddies and players with upcoming tee times and players who aren’t even playing until tomorrow, or later in the week or whenever the St. Andrews Links Trust lottery dictates, will be soaking up the atmosphere at the oldest course in the world—the course where the game started long before Christopher Columbus set sail for a new world.

When you are here in the middle of it all, you will be taunted by the ghosts of Bobby Jones, Harry Vardon, and Old and Young Tom Morris, knowing that every great player who has ever played the game has stood on the exact plot of grass you nervously occupy. Here, shepherds and shopkeepers have been whacking balls or stones around since about the time Joan of Arc was burned at the stake. Turns out she was a martyr, wrongly accused, and eventually beatified and canonized. But you will feel like the world is closing in on you standing there in front of everyone with your driver, hoping to get your golf ball airborne and land it somewhere in the town greensward that doubles as the widest fairway in the world. And then, before you do anything wrong or anything right, the starter will bark: “The 10:10 group, play away please.” And everyone will turn to watch the 10:10 group. Your group.

This place is different, old and stone gray, a town that could easily have fallen to ruin had it not been for golf. If you compared an image of the first and eighteenth holes from the early days of photography to the one you will take with your smartphone a few hours after you tee off as you cross the Swilken Bridge, the course, the clubhouse, and the town backdrop will all look remarkably the same in both the grainy black-and-white and the new digital image.

To the sheepherders who swatted stones with sticks into rabbit holes on this land, their blood-to-Scotch ratio likely well past the legal limit, you with the 10:10 starting time owe a debt of gratitude, as do I. To Archbishop Hamilton, whose 1552 proclamation seeded the town’s linksland to the people for golf, “if that’s how they intend to use it,” you owe a debt of gratitude, as do I.

I’ve been in the 10:10 group. I’ve been in the 3:10 group and a couple of other groups. I know the sudden churning of the gut that comes with the starter’s command. You’ll look around, and it’ll be as if you’re in one of those movie sequences where the camera is panning and the people, the town, and the whole world close in around you. Every other first tee shot in the world is cake compared to the first at St. Andrews—a shot to a fairway wider than a soccer pitch, which, without the history, without the surroundings, without the pressure, without peering eyes of everyone in town, would be one of the easiest shots in the wide world of golf.

I’ve heard the murmurs after hitting a good shot. “Ahhh, at’s fein shoot laddie.” And I’ve heard the cackles after squibbing it. “Didn’t quite get all of that one, did you, mate?”

Either way, you’ll be off to plot your way around the most sacred turf in sports. And four hours later, not a minute longer, your caddie will see to it that you will have a chance to redeem yourself in front of a new gathering that lines the white fence rail and quite possibly some blue-blazered, crested-tied members in the clubhouse washing down haggis with a 25-year-old single malt and watching your approach shot to the last green from clubhouse window. Play well.
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“All of Scotland is to the right,” your caddie will tell you, “Don’t miss left.” On the first tee at Machrihanish Golf Club near Campbeltown, Scotland, you will stand somewhat confused, somewhat dumbfounded, somewhat angry. Who in the world would build a course that requires you to lace the ball across the frothing Atlantic Ocean (if the tide is in; across the beach if it’s out) to land on a narrow strip of fairway that also heaves like the ocean—all on your first swing?

I agree with those who argue that this is the hardest opening tee shot in the world. While St. Andrews has the history, inquisitive onlookers, and pressure of following in the footsteps of the sport’s greatest players, the first at Machrihanish has relative anonymity; and it has meanness. It is a hard-as-nails tee shot, unlike almost any other in the world. The opening tee shot at Machrihanish offers equal parts trepidation and exhilaration. It’s as thrilling as it is difficult. It’s the greatest bite-off-as-much-as-you-can-chew tee shot in the world. At a brutal 430 yards long, the hole doglegs to the left and hangs on the ocean’s edge for the duration. If you rinse your first shot of the day, it will wear on you as you play one of the great courses of Scotland. Any little right-to-left movement of this first tee shot likely means your ball will spend eternity in a cold saltwater bath.

This shot was the vision of Old Tom Morris way back in 1879. He, of course, is the famous St. Andrews clubmaker turned golf professional whose record as a player had no equal in his time. He made his way to Machrihanish at a time when traveling across the body of Scotland then down the “Long and Winding Road” (Paul McCartney wrote that famous Beatles song just a few miles from Machrihanish at his High Park Farm) on the “Mull of Kintyre” (another McCartney song, this time with his band Wings) was even more difficult than the harrowing five-hour drive along narrow, winding roads that you’d take today. Maybe Old Tom was just pissed off. So, he designed the toughest tee shot on the course, maybe the toughest tee shot in Scottish golf or perhaps the whole world of golf, and requires you to hit it on your first shot of the day.

I’ve come all that way to face this shot I’ve heard so much about. It was early morning and a mist was rolling in from the sea (just as McCartney described). I hit the shot well. But it was hard to see, you know, with the mist and all. Did it fly far enough? Did I bite off more than I could chew? I don’t know. But I was satisfied. I’d given it my best, and if that wasn’t good enough for Old Tom and Machrihanish, so be it. Hopefully yours will be.
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Golf—pleasingly or exasperatingly—is just golf. Other sports teach equality and teamwork and that great things can be accomplished if everyone does their best, works together, and lifts each other up for the common good. Golf will have none of that. Golf teaches that the world is a cruel, harsh place; that the cosmos couldn’t care the hell less that you broke 80 last week. With every new round, you must prove yourself again.

The game doesn’t care about what anyone else can do for you but only what you can do for yourself. It cares not about how much money you make, your IQ, or your lineage but only that you rise to the occasion because in golf and in life a man makes his own breaks, pulls his own weight, carries his own bag. Faced with adversity, a man stares it down, looks it squarely in the eye, and accepts the challenge. In golf, a man doesn’t look around for help, for someone to hand off to, for someone to relieve him of the need to accept responsibility for his actions. There is a whole world of influence working on every moment of your life, but the total control that golf offers to manage your own destiny is scarce in life. And nowhere is it more tested than at the seventeenth hole of the Stadium Course at the Tournament Players Club (TPC) at Sawgrass.

This hole—the most famous par 3 in golf and perhaps the most famous hole, period—doesn’t care who you are—president or plebeian, king or commoner. It doesn’t care whether you’re a CEO, Tiger Woods, a day laborer from Yonkers, or you or me. It cares only that you pick the right club, make an exacting strike, and properly account for the day’s elements. In the seventeenth at Sawgrass we find the very reason we are drawn to the game—because golf, unlike most other aspects of our lives—gives you the wheel to steer and no one is going to jump in the driver’s seat and bail you out. Life’s other endeavors all have some sort of an opposing force conspiring against us, the yin of a nice paycheck against the yang of career drudgery. In ancient Chinese thought, yin and yang are not opposites, not good vs. evil. They are all the complementary forces of the world without which the world would not exist.

[image: Image]

But on the seventeenth at TPC Sawgrass there is only yin. You. Against the most famous shot in golf. And when you get there, you’ll have parted with many of your pretty pennies, but you’ll be in complete control. The hole is just as happy to issue you a quadruple bogey with two balls in the water that surrounds the island green or a birdie as the reward for a steely nerved tee shot. It’s up to you.

Maybe you catch the seventeenth on a calm day, the water flat and reflective. Or maybe she’s a little testy, like the grade-school teacher frayed to her last nerve. Or maybe she’s just an outright bitch. But golf is not about fairness, so when it’s your turn, accept your fate as being of your own doing. Tee it up, account for the elements, and hold the wheel tight.

On my day, the seventeenth played 135 yards to a back pin with a wind strongly from the right and slightly hurting. It’s a little 9-iron, and I hit it good. Real good. Maybe great. But a gust of wind hits it, moves it left, and carries it on. My well-crafted shot lands near the back left of the green, bounces once, and disappears. It might have stayed up. It might have bounced over the bulkhead and rinsed. I march on to find out, to see if my best was good enough. It turns out my ball trickled onto the footpath that gets players to the green. I got it up and down for par. I considered my good fortune. Others have not been so lucky.

Does anyone claim equity in golf? In life? We swallow the bitter with the sweet and forge on to deal with the next injustice of golf—to yet again try to prove our mettle—just like everyone else who has come through the seventeenth hole on the Stadium Course at TPC Sawgrass. Your fate rests with only you.





    
[image: Image] NO. 17 THE OLD COURSE AT ST. ANDREWS


The seventeenth on the Old Course at St. Andrews—known as the “Road Hole”—contains three perilous elements: 1) the notorious pot bunker tucked connivingly into the left side of the green, 2) the road—yeah, an actual road—that picks the hole up at the tee box and meanders innocently enough down the right side of the fairway until it cuts left and juts just a few feet behind the green, 3) the tee shot, which is required to be played over a hotel—a real, modern, luxury hotel with guests and everything. It is quite possible and, in fact, very likely that a tee shot or two end up colliding with some portion of the hotel or its outbuildings every day. Phil Mickelson once curved his tee shot smack into the hotel and his ball came to rest on the patio of a ground-floor room.

As the course itself has been around for centuries and the hotel for just a few decades, one must wonder who had the audacity to build a hotel in the kink of a dogleg right fairway. Turns out, a railway station and its supporting buildings have occupied that spot since 1852, so while the hotel made the shot more interesting, it didn’t really change the complexion of the shot. As the hole has been lengthened to accommodate the increasing distance players have been hitting the ball, the tee has been pushed back to require the tee shot to carry more of the hotel property.

When you step up to the seventeenth tee, you’ll be confronted by a big dark-green Fenway Park–like wall with large letters spelling out OLD COURSE HOTEL in white. The old railway sheds are visible, but it’s the yellow brick of the hotel with its abundance of plate-glass windows that draws your attention. Hit an old black railway shed—who cares? Taking out a glass window might have a more weighty consequence. Truth is, most of us everyday players have to hit the shot to the left, barely challenging the hotel grounds. It’s the top players who come to St. Andrews every few years to compete in the Open Championship who must pick a letter on that wall to sail their ball over, hoping it clears the hotel grounds to a safe spot on the other side of the hotel grounds. Still, we everyday players are far more likely to squib one to the right or flat-out hit the shot in the wrong direction and send our golf ball rattling among awnings, gardens, or patios where guests might be sipping a happy hour cocktail.

It’s a shot unlike any other in the world. I’ve taken my tries at it and always heeded the caddie’s advice that safe is better than broken glass. But safe leaves you an unmanageable distance from the green, so I chip away at that distance, plotting to avoid the Road Hole bunker. Maybe your effort will be more exciting.
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We laugh at short par 3s, the ones so diminutive even we average players need only a mashie (in the old days) or a wedge (today) to cover the negligible distance. We puff out our chests as we approach the tee, as if to say this shot is mere child’s play. Often it is. But there are a few holes in the world where that brief distance requires more skill than most of us can muster. Such is the case at the Pebble Beach Golf Links seventh hole. This hole was once thought to be such a skimpy aspect of the course that the designer, William Herbert Fowler, said “the golfing shot required is not of such a character” as required by a championship course. “I think it would be quite easy to find another location for a one-shot hole to take its place,” Fowler wrote in 1920, just a year after the course opened.

Thankfully, his partner, Jack Neville, recognized this as foolishness and retorted: “The seventh is a little gem of a mashie shot, only 106 yards and a drop of 40 feet from tee to green. The latter is surrounded on three sides by the bay. There is usually a little wind blowing on this point, which gives it every natural hazard to the golfer, making this hole one of the most interesting on the links.” Now, more than a century later, this appetizing bite of golf along Carmel Bay on the Monterey Peninsula in California is not just one of the most interesting holes on the Pebble Beach links but one of the most interesting holes in the wide world of golf.

So, I stepped up to the seventh tee at Pebble Beach with a fair amount of wind blowing in from the ocean, and that mashie shot of yesteryear and the wedge shot of today has morphed into a full 7-iron, a club I would typically use to hit about 160 yards. Other players of much better caliber than I over the years have hit more club. It is famously told that iconic Bel-Air Country Club professional Eddie Merrins once aced the hole in a ferocious wind that required him to hit a 3-iron. Legend also has it that fabled professional Sam Snead was once so unwilling to face the wind at No. 7 that he putted the ball off the tee and down the hill, and made par.

I didn’t feel the putter would work, so I pulled the 7-iron. The wind pushed the ball to the right, and it looked like it was going over the cliff to the ocean. But somehow it dropped quickly and landed in the rough between the bunkers that cling to the edge of land. I hit my next shot a few feet from the hole and made the putt for par. Should Fowler and Neville have found another spot for a par 3 at Pebble Beach? The entire golfing world thinks not.
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Very few golfers—even good golfers—ever play in a real tournament. I’m not talking about a tournament you would see on television, the likes of which a very small percentage of golfers ever achieve the level of competence to take part in. But I’m also not talking about your club’s member-guest tournament, or even the club championship. These are cozy competitions where, yes, there is something on the line, but you’re playing on a course you know with people you know. By “real tournament,” I mean real golfers putting their game on the line against other real players in competition, where if you make a double bogey half the field couldn’t care less and the other half wishes you made triple bogey.

When you play in a real tournament, you’re nervous the night before. You pick at your dinner wondering if your game is up to the test of competing against players better than you. Your sleep is antsy. On the practice tee before the round, you’re excited, and you look for ways to try to calm yourself. In a real tournament, they announce your name on the first tee then your gut rumbles because you have to put the tee in the ground, and in front of strangers, you have to try not to embarrass yourself. You have to hit a shot that counts. And then, you have to play all 18 holes, during which one of your fellow competitors will record every single stroke you take.

In a real tournament, no one gives you a 3-foot putt, and if your ball rolls into a divot, tough. It doesn’t matter if you make a 2 or a 12, you hit the ball until it rolls off the face of the earth into the hole, and then you deal with the result. When you put your game on the line, in real competition, you learn about your game; you learn about yourself. You may not like what the lesson teaches, but you’ll be better for it.
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In the modern game of golf, we equate length with difficulty. This is one of the sad aspects of what the game has become. Because professional golfers we see on television can reach 600-plus-yard par 5s with two voracious shots, length is now a critical component of our game. But in golf, short is not necessarily sweet. And, to this point, we find the eighth hole at the wonderful Scottish course of Royal Troon Golf Club one of the must-play courses for golfers visiting Scotland.

It is refreshing to see everything required to meet the test of greatness condensed into the aptly named “Postage Stamp” hole, of a distance so mere that almost everyone can cover it with a simple swing of a lofted club. If size does matter, then at the Postage Stamp hole it matters to the opposite—not because it is so big but because it lacks bigness. These days, it is not unusual for greens to be 10,000 square feet. The green at the Postage Stamp hole is but 2,636 square feet, and the fact that five bunkers—including one of particularly tight confines ominously named Coffin—guard its edges makes this quite possibly the most difficult 120-yard shot in the world.

When the world’s best players come to Troon every decade or so to play the Open Championship, the Postage Stamp always delivers—both delight and disaster. And over a century of championships at Troon, the stories of both are legendary. The great Gene Sarazen, playing in his first Open Championship in 1923, made a double-bogey five on the hole and lost by a shot. In his last Open Championship in 1973 at the age of 71, he hit 5-iron into the wind and aced it. Fans love the hole because it can provide the sublime and the ridiculous. Birdies seem routine but are interspersed with players like Tiger Woods once taking six strokes to complete the par 3, or obscure German professional Hermann Tissies once taking 15.

Writing about the hole in Golf Illustrated in the 1880s, two-time Open champion Willie Park, Jr., described it as “a pitching surface skimmed down to the size of a postage stamp.” In a game where golf holes are routinely lengthened to keep up with the pace of the modern game, this hole was shortened to add to the drama and intrigue. And you will find both when you get there.
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If it weren’t for its fabulous golf course, the small town of Ballybunion, Ireland, would be exactly what it has been for a millennium—a small seaside Irish town where nothing of significance ever happens beyond the occasional tourist bus rambling through so foreigners could take note of the ruins of the Ballybunion Castle, soak in the walk along the Bromore Cliffs, or more likely, lunch and imbibe in a town where pubs outnumber churches by quite a wide margin.

But there is a golf course. And about 50 years ago, golfers from around the world started coming here to play it, and they realized it was one of the world’s finest—a links layout that shucks and jives through towering dunes, where quirkiness and challenge meet to create a thrill ride for you and your 14 clubs (and the many, many golf balls you will lose). So, rather than Ballybunion remaining a sleepy Irish town, its golf course attracts visitors by the bus load. They come only to play golf and then move on to the next Irish golfing town.

But these busloads of golfers who come and go have never seen anything quite like the tee shot on the first hole at Ballybunion Golf Club. The teeing ground sits right outside the clubhouse, and down the fairway to the right, the Killehenny Cemetery sits like a catcher’s mitt waiting for your foul ball to plop down into it. If you think hitting a snap hook off the first tee at your home club is bad luck, what happens if you drop your first tee shot on one of the most famous courses in the world onto someone’s final resting place?

I’ve hit this tee shot many times, always erring in favor of the two fairway bunkers to the left, preferring my ball to find its resting place there rather than disturbing the spirits of millennia gone by. The cemetery is so old, there is no real record of when the first soul was laid to rest there. The town’s website dates it to “early Christian times,” and for me, that’s all the more reason to avoid it.

Early grave markers are weathered away, but burials continue to take place in Killehenny Cemetery. If your tee time coincides with such a ceremony, you’ll be asked to play the forward tee, which takes the cemetery out of play. You’ll graciously abide because that forward tee also takes the two fairway bunkers out of play. In many rounds across the Old Course at Ballybunion, I’ve never hit my first tee shot into Killehenny Cemetery. Friends have, often to be plagued with hauntingly bad rounds from there on. Make your best swing—to the left.
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		3: Search for Africa’s Big Five with Your Clubs


		4: Play on Sand Greens


		5: Conquer the Extreme Nineteenth Hole


		6: Chase the Midnight Sun


		7: Play the Lowest and Highest Courses


		8: Play the Northernmost and Southernmost Courses


		9: Hit Balls in Manhattan


		10: Play One of the World’s Longest Courses (from the Back Tee)
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