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To Mark,

who is mastering this baffling game

in a manner his father never could.
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Preface: Not Just a Jacket


By Robert Hartman
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Not since 1957, when Dr. Seuss first entertained children about a Cat in a Hat, has there been a symbol associated with a piece of apparel that resonates past the simple landscape of life or a playing field.

It’s called a green jacket.

The tradition at Augusta began in 1937, when club members thought it would be instrumental to have ushers wearing green jackets to provide trustworthy information to the golf patrons. The first group of organizers found the green wool coats to be bulky, warm, and uncomfortable. But it was not until 1949, when Sam Snead claimed victory, that organizers felt compelled to award the tournament’s winner with a green jacket. It was Snead’s victory that prompted organizers to retroactively provide the previous winners with a jacket. Horton Smith, who won the inaugural Augusta Invitational, was then presented his model 357 green jacket. It was a 43 long.

The cloth used to weave the green jacket begins in a sleepy little town about 100 miles from Augusta, called Dublin. With a population of just over 16,000, Dublin is ironically known as the emerald city and noted for its St. Patrick’s festival. The town’s website coins its existence, “tis a wee bit of Ireland in Georgia!” And it fashions itself as “green and growing.” The process begins at the Forstmann Co. mill. The cloth, in a pantone 342 hue, is then sent to Hamilton Tailoring Co. of Cincinnati, Ohio, home of the Reds. It’s where the roughly two and a half yards of green material is turned into a classic single-breasted coat with two brass buttons and a center vent. The name of the owner and the size of the jacket are stitched on the inside to personalize it.

The reigning champion is allowed to take the green jacket off the campus of Augusta National. The former champions do not have this luxury, although some have attempted to. When Clifford Roberts could not find Gary Player’s green jacket, a conversation ensued. Player told Robert he could “come fetch it.” The individual coats are stored in the Champions’ locker room for use when they return each year for Masters week.

Few traditions in sports mirror the symbolic jacket. The yellow jersey being donned by the lead cyclist in the Tour De France; the pineapple-topped gilted cup being lifted by the men’s champion at Wimbledon; the Lombardi Trophy being thrust into the air by the winning team on Super Bowl Sunday; and Lord Stanley’s Cup in hockey.

Bobby Jones and Clifford Roberts did not fashion the jacket as the centerpiece to the event. It was not even considered an integral part until it evolved into a classic cloak of decorum. If it were easy to explain, it would be too simple. This symbolic apparel will always be associated with a little golf event in April.

The green jacket is like the manicured green grass stitched seamlessly into the Georgia soil. One sleeve figuratively represents the front nine, and the other sleeve, the back nine. Brass buttons symbolize the game’s traditional values of integrity and honesty. The opening of the jacket represents the same open green canopy called Magnolia Lane.

Other traditions at Augusta remain firmly entrenched in the design for the week. Some of these include the Champions dinner, held Tuesday evening. The dinner started in 1952 to honor past champion Ben Hogan. It continues every year, with the menu set by the previous year’s champion. Everything from Nick Faldo’s fish and chips to Mike Weir’s elk and wild boar have been served at the dinner where every member cajoles in their Sunday best—a green jacket.

Another sentimental tradition is the opening teeshot. The big three of Jack Nicklaus, Gary Player, and Arnold Palmer had been handling these duties by all firing a ceremonial tee shot into the morning mist on Thursday to open play. Between Nicklaus, Player, and Palmer, their combined green jacket coat closet contained eleven of the eighteen awarded between 1960 and 1978. Since Palmer’s death in September 2016, there have been conversations of adding Tom Watson to the triumvirate, but no formal decision has been made.

While the jacket is the award to the winner, the true fabric of Augusta is really wrapped in patience and expectations. And the two words are woven so indelibly into the tournament at Augusta National that many would consider them like an interlocking grip of a five-iron. Are there whispers of organizers putting cold mist on azalea petals in March to prevent premature blooming? Perhaps. The agronomy staff at Augusta National seem to patiently extort the colors in painstaking manner and detail. The same Pantone 342 of the green jacket is represented in everything from signage, scorecards, pencils, buildings, curbs, bathrooms, and furniture.

Golf patrons wait eight months for the next major. Long, cold winters make golf purists yearn for Augusta. There is only one first major. The only path to the Grand Slam begins in Georgia. Professional players ponder what could have been the previous year and make changes to try and become the next champion. Expectations of the top players exceed normal hyperbole at Augusta. The murmurs at Amen corner could topple either way into symphonic success or slam flat in cymbals of drama and defeat. Just ask the world’s greatest players over the past few years. The fast twitch muscles over-fire and the slow core muscles forget to fire. The stress escalates somewhere between Beethoven’s Fifth and the average heart rate. Beat by beat, the player’s fall from the wannabe list to the practice range at the U.S. Open.

And the one green jacket awarded makes the odds a quizzical exercise in expectations and patience. One winner illuminated and a few other players on a defibrillator at Amen corner.

The last few years have tested the mettle of the finest players on the planet. Differing results, not duffering, have emerged to make an indelible stamp on the tournament synonymous opening stanza of the calendar year. Sure, the calendar begins in January, but the true golf calendar begins in April. West Coast swing might as well be a dance move. The first ten tournaments stand just this side of college football regular season as a kind of preamble to this singular tournament, which carved its niche in the 1930s in northwest Georgia. And then there is the patience of the front nine. Just ask Rory Mcllroy about patience. In 2011, boasting a four-shot lead in the final round, he lost his grip on his driver and the lead. He said, “I felt good that I hung in well for the first nine holes, and then as I said, just sort of lost my speed on the greens, lost my line, lost everything for just two, three holes, 10, 11, 12, and couldn’t really recover after that.”

It was on the 10th that his golf ball went broken blinker left. “I felt comfortable on that tee shot all week, and for some reason I just started it a little left of where I wanted to, hit that tree, and I don’t think anyone’s been over there in those cabins before. Yeah, the seven I took on 10, just sort of derailed me a little bit and it was hard to get back.” It was South African Charl Schwartzel that took advantage of Mcllroy’s miscues and closed his final round with four straight birdies. After he was standing in the interview room in the green jacket, he said, “There’s so many roars that go on around Augusta. Especially the back nine, it echoes through those trees.” Schwartzel joined fellow South Africans Gary Player (1961, 1978) and Trevor Immelman (2008) in the Champion’s Locker Room.

Green jacket versus green with envy is often what identifies the best player on the greens. There is no secret to what makes the Masters the Masters. Turn four is the back nine on Sunday. Dustin Johnson illuminated the recipe for success in 2016. “I think short game and putting is the key around Augusta.” Nicklaus admits the green jackets of Mike Weir, Zach Johnson, and Gary Player were anomalies. He raved about the shorter hitting players with green jackets and their wizardry around the greens. In other words, the longer hitters still hold the advantage.

Back to the sport coat …

Jordan Spieth had his palms and fingers embracing the lapels of his green jacket in 2016. It was a flawless display by the defending champion until it turned totally reckless. When asked what happened, Spieth was forthright: “I really didn’t take an extra deep breath and really focus on my line on twelve and it cost me.” His hands did find the lapel of the green jacket as golf patrons around the world watched as he slipped the green jacket on wannabe Danny Willett. Such knighthood was painful for some to watch. And it happened like a bad rerun, once in Butler Cabin and again behind the 18th green—as is tradition.

Bubba Watson eschewed pressure with a 52 degree hooked wedge on the 10th in a playoff with Louis Oosthuizen to win in 2012. Watson’s troubleshooting excellence still amazes golf patrons when they recall the minimal options for his golf ball from the right rough. Watson’s swing defies basic physics, and his recovery shot remains one of the top ten shots ever played at Augusta. Two years later, Watson, a former Georgia Bulldog, claimed his second green jacket. He put to rest the claims he was a one shot recovery champion and double-stitched his green jacket into tournament history.

Any discussion of the best shots on the short grass at Augusta begins with the “Shot Heard Round the World.” Gene Sarazen’s 235-yard four wood on 15 that curled in the cup in 1935 still resonates as the best single shot in Masters history. That shot helped Sarazen climb into a playoff with Craig Wood. Not too far behind would be Tiger Woods’s slow-motion roller on 16 in 2005. Other memorable singular winning shots include Fred Couples’s Velcro gravity buster at the 12th in 1992 and Phil Mickelson splitting the tree uprights on 13 from the pine straw to narrowly dodge the watery grave on his way to his first green jacket in 2005. Jack Nicklaus’s long-distance putt on the 17th in 1986, coming on the twentieth anniversary of his historic march just this side of Sherman, might be the most self-directed putt in the tournament’s heritage. But Nicklaus admits that his putt on the 16th green in 1975 might just be the most difficult putt he has ever made in competition. “I’ve actually tried to hit that putt a few times over the years, but I’ve never seen that pin in the same spot ever again,” said Nicklaus. When he gets asked about the 1986 run he is very pointed in his comparison. “I don’t have anything to compare it to. The five birdies I made to win at Inverrary, but it’s not the Masters. Nothing quite compares to what happened in 1986, here, no,” said Nicklaus.

One shot that flies under the radar is Louis Oosthuizen’s double eagle at the second hole in 2012. And radar is what Oosthuizen’s ball had as it curled the length of the green only to gracefully topple into the cup. Because it happened on the front nine and due to Watson’s wedge on the 10th, this shot gets somewhat glossed over. Plus, Oosthuizen narrowly missed his chance at a green jacket.

Prior to the 2016 Masters, Henrik Stenson said, “You’ve always got to be patient, and Augusta in particular. It’s just the margins for error are so small.” Stenson has been to Augusta eleven times with no green jacket in the closet. Stenson earned his first major later that year at the British Open at Royal Troon. His breakthrough was on the heels of another first-time Majors champion, Dustin Johnson, at Oakmont in 2016. Johnson, who grew up just down the road from Augusta in Columbia, South Carolina, said, “I don’t know if it defines your year, but it (Masters) kind of does.” Augusta kind of does a lot of things to the world’s greatest players. After six green jackets, some guy from Ohio named Nicklaus has a perspective on the classic. “To me, the thrill is in the entrance to Augusta National and the Masters, just driving down Magnolia Lane. I still get a big charge out of it. It’s a lot of fun.”

Nicklaus has a way of traversing chatter about the changes in the game of golf to core values. And he insists that the tournament remains defined by the inherent values from the older players passed down to the younger players. On the eve of the 2016 tournament, he put it into perspective. “In golf, old guys like me are still around and we have dinners like the Champions dinner here at Augusta. They, the younger players, see the tradition, they see what goes on, and the way the older guys handle themselves. And, that has kind of been inbred in the game of golf.”

Two-time winner Ben Crenshaw echoes Nicklaus’s sentiments about Augusta. Crenshaw joined Nicklaus and Player in the Par 3 contest in 2016. He reflected on the tournament’s peril. “There’s no other tournament like it, number one. Everything about the tournament is unique. You cannot win this tournament playing safe. You’ve got to take chances.” Crenshaw, known for his architectural eye, added, “It’s the nature of the architecture of the course.” And when the balance of the architecture meets success at the pivotal reward points of the golf course, the winner of the green jacket is ultimately defined.
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Cathedral in the Pines
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“The Masters is a monument to everything that is great in golf. It is a cut above. Way above.”

—Jack Nicklaus

The first thing that strikes you, the first time you set foot on hallowed, immaculate Augusta National, is how utterly green everything is. How absolutely perfect.

Instantly, you can understand how Masters founder and amateur legend Bobby Jones felt, more than 70 years ago, when he first laid eyes on the paradise that would become Augusta National.

In his autobiography, Golf Is My Game, Jones wrote:

“When I walked out on the grass terrace under the big trees behind the house and looked down over the property, the experience was unforgettable. It seemed that this land had been lying here for years waiting for someone to lay a golf course upon it. Indeed, it looked as though it already were a golf course.”

To this day, the breathtaking scene virtually explodes right before your eyes:

Majestic, carpet-like, rolling green fairways, framed by towering green loblolly pine trees, leading, of course, to impeccably manicured greens.

Then you notice the picturesque ponds, filled with reflections of flawless pink and white flowers, the caddies clad in their distinctive, snow-white coveralls, and the charming pine straw paths. There are 1,600 azaleas on hole No. 13 alone.

At the rear of the stately, steepled white clubhouse with black shutters—the first all-concrete structure erected in the South (when it was built in 1854 as a home for Dennis Redmond, who owned the thriving indigo plantation on the property at the time)—stands a 150-year-old oak tree.

Planted before the start of the Civil War, it is now three stories high, stretching 40 yards from limb to limb.

Before Bobby Jones, before Ben Hogan, before Arnold Palmer, before Jack Nicklaus, before Tiger Woods, that oak tree was there, overlooking what is now the first tee of the most famous, the most venerated golf course in the world.

There is no swimming pool at Augusta National. No tennis courts. Augusta National is not like other country clubs. There isn’t even an annual club championship.

Exalted Augusta National is all about the Masters. Period.

You will find no billboards at Augusta National. No blimps flying overhead during the Masters. No skyboxes, no corporate hospitality chalets or tents.

No sponsor is wanted. Nor is one needed here.

Augusta National, where the quaint scoreboards are still operated by hand and where thousands of pimento cheese sandwiches are painstakingly wrapped year after year in green cellophane, doesn’t simply exhibit tradition and nostalgia and class.

It exudes it.

Those indigo plants on Dennis Redmond’s plantation produced berries that were the source of the dark blue dye that was used in the late 1800s to produce a popular new piece of apparel known as blue jeans.

Today, no one in the know would dare to wear blue jeans at dignified Augusta National.

The first Masters was played in late March, but the next year it was moved to April where, thanks to Augusta National’s blooming azaleas, dogwoods, and rosebuds, the tournament soon became one of the traditional harbingers of spring—and the new golf season.

Many of the plants that bloom each April at Augusta are direct descendants of the flowers once featured at Fruitlands Nursery, which formerly flourished on the grounds.

When co-founder Clifford Roberts proposed moving the Masters to the first week in April in the late 1930s, an Augusta National club member noted: “The problem is, that means we’ll finish on Easter Sunday.”

“Well, who’s in charge of scheduling Easter this year?” Roberts inquired. “We’ll get them to move it.”

Augusta National’s dense hedges hide the peaceful patch of heaven from the prying eyes of uninvited passers-by on frenzied, fast-food filled Washington Road. A trip to the Masters truly is a trip back in time to a more genteel era when golf was primarily a game for a privileged, well-to-do few.

Each April, the gentlemen in green jackets open their gates and allow everyone lucky enough to land a ticket a peek into their private little paradise.

Once inside the sanctuary, people patiently stand in line for hours for the privilege of purchasing an official Masters shirt or cap to prove to friends back home that they actually were there.

Since the inaugural Masters in 1934, the familiar Augusta National map-and-flagstick logo has never varied.

Very few ardent golf enthusiasts follow the prestigious U.S. Open from venue to venue, year after year. But thousands—arguably, tens of thousands—return to Augusta National each April.

“The minute you drive in these gates, you begin to choke up,” admitted Gary Player, who has conquered glorious Augusta National three times.

In the early years, sportswriters, heading home to the Northeast and Midwest after baseball’s annual spring training in Florida, were happy to stop off in hospitable Augusta along the way.

That helped to promote the Masters. It also didn’t hurt that Grantland Rice, the country’s foremost sports-writer at the time and a nationally known celebrity, was one of Augusta National’s most active, enthusiastic members.

Because of Jones’ and Roberts’ attention to detail, the Masters soon gained a reputation for being the best-run golf tournament in the world—a distinction that sets Augusta National apart to this day.

Masters spectators are called “patrons,” not fans. The sand-filled hazards at the Masters are referred to as bunkers, not traps. The conveniently placed barrels are filled with “refuse,” never garbage or trash.

The two halves of the storied golf course are referred to as “the first nine” and “the second nine,” rather than “front” and “back,” because Clifford Roberts—who added to the lore of Augusta by committing suicide in 1977 at age 84 on the adjacent par-3 course—believed the phrase “back side” sounded vulgar.

The Masters is, without a doubt, the toughest ticket in sports. Yet prices at Augusta National remain a fraction of what the market would bear.

Parking for patrons is free. Augusta National was the first course to provide complimentary parking on club grounds for 10,000 cars.

The Masters was also the first tournament to provide bleachers—or “observation stands,” as Roberts called them—for the comfort of spectators. And it was the first golf tournament to be broadcast live from coast to coast on radio.

It was also the first to station up-to-the-minute scoreboards at various vantage points around the course, the first to use ropes to maintain order within the galleries, and the first to employ private detectives to oversee security.
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