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His gentle demeanor and timeless wisdom made Harvey Penick America’s best-loved teacher of the game of golf. From his lesson tee at the Austin Country Club, he taught several generations of champions and high-handicappers, pros and amateurs experience alike. All who came in contact with him came away with their grips improved, their souls refreshed, and their hearts gladdened by his love of teaching and his eagerness to serve.

At the time of his death in April 1995, Harvey was well along in the work on this, his fourth book of golf instruction. Like his classic Little Red Book, The Game for a Lifetime is filled not so much with swing tips and stance aids but with a timeless philosophy that seeks to improve your play by improving how you feel about your game. The secret of Harvey’s teaching lies not in any techniques he prescribes but in how the stories and advice and parables he shares point the way for anyone to play better golf by being a better golfer.

In The Game for a Lifetime, Harvey tells us about the different methods he used to help his pupils find twenty more yards off the tee; about the incredible swing of Leaping Lucifer who did everything wrong when he stood over the ball, but whom Harvey helped to find contentment and joy both on and off the course; and about the sweet-swinging pupils whose swings he could remember and recognize without having seen them for thirty-odd years. He spends much of the book advising “the seasoned player”—whose seasoning is measured not in years but in experience on the links and at the practice tee. His highest praise goes not to any of the champions he trained or Hall of Famers he worked with but to his wife, Helen, who stood by him in thick and thin during his seven decades of service to the game he loved. And the book concludes with the tribute his son, Tinsley, paid him at a gathering of the world’s best golf teachers during the week of the 1995 Ryder Cup.
 
Harvey always said he knew that the teachings in his books have stood the test of time. His was truly a lifetime spent pursuing the best the game has to offer us: physically, emotionally, spiritually. The Game for a Lifetime is a fitting testament from this remarkable man.
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Foreword
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THIS IS THE book Harvey Penick was preparing when he fell ill with pneumonia in the spring of 1995. He passed away with Tom Kite at his bedside on a Sunday afternoon one week before Ben Crenshaw won a second Masters Championship in what seemed a supernatural manner, as if the spirit of his mentor had entered his mind and heart to guide him to this triumph.

Only two weeks earlier, again on a Sunday afternoon, Harvey had given the final lesson of his more than seventy years as a teaching pro. From his death bed, the ninety-year-old Penick spoke hoarsely as Crenshaw stroked balls on the carpet, using a hickory shafted Sarazen putter that was kept in the corner for lessons to pilgrims who came to the house seeking aid.

Ben placed his hands on the old putter, and Harvey began reminding Crenshaw of the boyhood stroke they had known together, a silky touch that has made Ben one of the finest putters in the history of the game.

“Trust yourself. Believe in yourself,” the old master said.

When it was time for Ben to take his wife, Julie, and their two daughters home so Harvey could try to rest, the pupil leaned forward and kissed the master on the fore-head and said, “I love you, Harvey.”

“I love you, too, Ben. I’ll be watching you always.”

Ben swallowed hard, and his eyes misted. “I know you will,” Ben said.

As he turned to leave the bedroom for what they knew would be the last time, there was a look on Ben’s face as if an electric shock had struck his soul.

During the following week, Harvey had brief periods when he could breathe without the oxygen tube in his nose, and the pain in his back diminished, and he talked of returning soon to the practice range. He was excited at the prospect of giving lessons to country music legend Willie Nelson. Willie had signed “You Saved My Game” on the brim of a cap that Harvey wore.

Harvey urged visitors to look at his Willie cap and also at what had come in the mail—an Indiana University basketball autographed “To A Great Teacher,” and signed “Bob Knight.”

“I think I can help Willie,” Harvey would say with a smile. “I hope it’s not too late. I don’t mean too late for Willie’s game. I mean too late for me in general.”

During those good periods, Harvey would bring up the new book he had been concentrating his efforts toward. He could no longer write legibly, though he continued to turn out pages until near the end. Every visit, no matter if he felt better or bad, he asked if I was certain his notes and letters were in a safe place.

He had given me three shoeboxes of papers and had urged me to dig through the larger boxes in the garage and through the folders in his briefcase, where among other treasures I found the attested scorecard from 1985 when University of Texas women’s golf coach Susan Watkins, at that time an assistant pro at Austin Country Club, shot a women’s record 73 from the men’s Gold championship tees at the club’s new Pete Dye course. The scorecard had been lost in Harvey’s brief-case for a decade.

His final book, Harvey said, was for what he called seasoned players. By seasoned, Harvey meant golfers who had played the game earnestly for no telling how many years. He believed you could be seasoned at fifteen or at ninety-five, depending on the intensity of your experience with the game.

Harvey’s purpose in making his final book was to entertain and enlighten seasoned players, reveal to them his beliefs, and encourage them to continue their romance with the most mysterious, most cerebral, most frustrating and supremely satisfying of all games that can be played by one person alone.

One morning on the practice range at Austin Country Club, months before pneumonia invaded him, Harvey had laughed when I repeated a remark I had heard from Waxo Green, the late Nashville sportswriter. Waxo had said, “You know you’re getting old when all your irons start going the same distance.”

Harvey nodded and grinned. Later, I saw him writing a note called “Waxo’s Puzzle.” In the next few days he started scribbling in notebooks and on scraps of paper.

Some pages were memories of experiences he’d had with friends and pupils. Some were a few sentences that told Harvey’s points of view on playing golf, on learning the lessons of the game, on keeping in mind the joys and benefits of it in the face of the despair it can cause. He had been reminded of stories about club members and other golf pupils, including professionals, that always involved an instructional point and usually a smile. He felt that the heart of his teaching—Take Dead Aim—had not been fully understood by some, and he added to the explanation he had given in his Little Red Book.

His shoeboxes became stuffed with notes on and letters from seasoned players from all over the world with handicaps from less than zero to more than 30, with a range in age of about eighty years. He read the letters with a magnifying glass.

Harvey meant this book for those who have advanced into the mysteries of the game and may find his words helpful in understanding their obsession.

Harvey wrote his last note on Friday, March 3, after lecturing to an audience of amateurs, mostly high handicappers, who had gathered to hear him at the Golfsmith teaching academy that bears his name in north Austin.

His young nurse would huddle close beside him during these lectures and translate the questions from the audience for him. Harvey could barely hear. His hearing aids squealed. But he could understand the nurse’s voice and was good at reading lips. Harvey loved these sessions. He said seeing the people laughing at his jokes and stories made him feel like Bob Hope or Jimmy Demaret.

That Friday evening the congestion in Harvey’s lungs grew severe and the EMS was called to take him to St. David’s Hospital, where his wife, Helen, had worked as a volunteer for many years.

On a stretcher in the ambulance, Harvey peered up into the eyes of a young paramedic. Harvey had never seen him before, but he recognized a seasoned player.

“You’re a golfer, aren’t you, son?” Harvey wheezed.

“Yes, sir.” The paramedic hesitated. This might not seem like the right time. But, then again, when might he ever have another chance like this?

“Mr. Penick, would you please check my grip?”

Harvey gladly did so, for teaching was his joy. He pronounced it a good grip and told the paramedic to use it without fear and enjoy his game.

Then he beckoned the young man to bend close because Harvey’s voice was growing faint.

“Remember to leave my share of your winnings in the pro shop,” Harvey said. He smiled. That was a little joke he used with pupils for decades. He didn’t expect anyone to do it, and they understood.

After seven days in the hospital, Harvey was sent home to die. He needed nurses around the clock. On his first day after returning to the house he shared with Helen on Fawn Creek Path, Harvey sat for a while in his wheelchair in the sunlight on the rear deck where he could see flowers and birds and squirrels and sense the water running over rocks in the creek bed below. He autographed a few of the hundreds of books that were stacked up and waiting. He read some of his mail. His strength began failing, and he asked to be put to bed where he lay for the rest of his life.

For the next three weeks, the Penick home was open to a stream of visitors. Harvey was always cordial, despite his illness. But he was growing weaker and more frail. In his prime, Harvey weighed 135 pounds. Now he had wasted down to 84. One morning when I entered his bedroom, Harvey was writing in a notebook. Seeing me, he shook his head. “I can’t do it anymore,” he said. He showed me the notebook. The page was covered with circles and scrawls. “I know what I’m trying to say, but this pen won’t say it.”

I thought Harvey was going to pass over on the Sunday that Ben and Julie Crenshaw and their daughters came to see him. Harvey had been trying to talk to me, but his breath was rasping and his lips refused to form words. When I met Ben at the front door, I said, “You’d better hurry.”

A few minutes later, I was surprised to see Harvey roll over on one elbow and hear him loudly and distinctly say, “Go get the putter,” to begin the last lesson with Ben.

Harvey fought off death several times in the next week. He was exhausted and in terrible pain, but he was determined to be at Austin Country Club on Sunday, April 2, for the unveiling of a bronze statue of Harvey and Tom Kite.

When sculptor Don Davis asked his permission, Harvey replied, “I’ve never done anything to deserve me being made into a statue.”

Davis then asked Kite, U.S. Open Champion and at that time golf’s all-time leading money winner. Kite answered, “I’ve never done anything to deserve me being made into a statue beside Mr. Penick.”

By Saturday night, Harvey realized he would not be able to endure the journey of a few blocks from home to the club. He was clinging to life purely by willpower. He told friends who had gathered around him that he wanted the unveiling to be an occasion of celebration, not of mourning.

On Sunday afternoon, a musical ensemble played for a crowd on the lawn beside the clubhouse. The wrapping was removed from the statues. Revealed were two standing figures—Harvey as mentor studying the swing of pupil Kite. The teacher and the pupil gaze through the oaks down toward the first tee and the river.

In a sometimes trembling voice, Kite told the crowd, “When I am asked what is the biggest break I ever had in golf, I say it is when the IRS transferred my dad from the Dallas office to Austin. Because I arrived in Austin at age thirteen to encounter Mr. Penick and Ben Crenshaw. In my wildest dreams, I couldn’t have hoped for a finer teacher or stronger competition.”

The moment the ceremony ended, I went back to Harvey’s bedroom with his lawyer, Richard Pappas, and we described the event. Harvey raised up as nearly as he could and grasped my hand with both of his and said, “I’m going to die now. I’m ready.”

Kite came in a short while later. He had lingered at the club to be gracious to the crowd, as Harvey would have wanted. Tom sat and held his old teacher’s hand and told him about the unveiling. Harvey asked how Davis Love III was doing at the tournament at that moment in New Orleans. The late Davis Love, Jr., himself a great teacher, had been one of Harvey’s favorite pupils on the University of Texas golf team and had played in the Masters as an amateur. Now the son needed to win in New Orleans to get an invitation to the Masters the next week.

Tom went into the living room, where family and friends were watching on the large color TV. Kite returned and told Harvey that Davis was in a playoff for the title in New Orleans. Harvey smiled and lifted his thin arms up to his face and clapped his palms together three times.

Shortly past five o’clock, Harvey’s son-in-law, Billy Powell, entered the bedroom with the news that Davis Love III had won the tournament in New Orleans and qualified for the Masters. Sometime in these seconds, Harvey’s soul passed on to somewhere else. “But I know Mr. Penick knows Davis won. I’m sure of it,” Tom said at once.

Using his cellular phone out on the Penicks’ deck above the creek, Kite called Crenshaw, who was having dinner in Augusta. It was the call Ben had been dreading. The two champions, both of them as bound to their teacher as sons to a father, made a plan. Kite would go to Augusta on Monday morning. He and Crenshaw would play practice rounds Monday and Tuesday. On Wednesday morning they would charter a plane to fly back to Austin to be pallbearers at Harvey’s funeral.

Ben hadn’t been playing well. He had missed the cut in a tournament, which is how he could be at the Penick house on the Sunday of the putting lesson two weeks before that final round at the Masters.

While Ben was hitting practice balls at Augusta National and making himself accept that he would soon be carrying Harvey’s coffin, caddie Carl Jackson, who always handles Ben’s bag at Augusta, spoke up to him, “Why don’t you move the ball back a little in your stance, and then make a tighter turn with your shoulders.”

Ben tried Jackson’s suggestion. In just a few swings, Ben began hitting the ball as solidly as he had ever hit it. His confidence returned, and his youthful, graceful, classic swing along with it.

At a surprise party in Austin to celebrate Crenshaw’s second Masters championship, both of them won with Carl Jackson on his bag, I asked the tall, thoughtful Jackson why it had occurred to him to offer Ben the advice that he did.

“I don’t know exactly,” he said. “I was watching him closely, and the words just suddenly were revealed in my mind what I must say to him.”

It rained hard on the morning of the funeral, but the private plane from Augusta flew through the storms carrying Ben and Julie Crenshaw, Tom and Christy Kite, and Terry Jastrow, the ABC-TV golf producer who had once become Texas Junior Golf Champ under Harvey’s guidance. Harvey’s admirers packed the funeral home, many standing outside under umbrellas to be part of the service.

At the cemetery, Kite and Crenshaw, tears running down their cheeks amid the raindrops, helped to place their mentor’s coffin in the shelter of the tent that protected the grave. Each of them laid a flower on top of the casket and bowed his head.

The sun came out as the Augusta party flew back that afternoon. On the following morning, Ben began his march toward the Masters title that captured the emotions of millions who watched it actually happen. It was an event that made sport universal, timeless and important. It was a parable of fathers and sons, of learning and teaching, of love and trial and inspiration and revelation, and perhaps a glimpse beyond the curtain.

During the final nine holes at Augusta on Sunday, the emotional tension grew thicker than the smell of southern pines and magnolias. Ben had said he was going to win the Masters for Harvey. Television and newspapers had played major stories linking Ben with the spirit of his mentor.

On everyone’s mind was the awed question: Can this really be happening? When an errant shot by Crenshaw hit a tree but bounced into the fairway, a TV commentator said, “I bet Harvey Penick kicked that ball back in.”

With Davis Love III tied for the lead up in front of him, Crenshaw hit a 6-iron as well as one can be struck at number sixteen, the seventieth hole of the tournament, then made a tricky, heart-stopping putt for a birdie. On the seventeenth green, Ben stroked a wide breaking putt across the slick grass into the cup for another birdie and a two-stroke lead over Love. At that point, Ben had needed only nine putts for the last eight holes. Remarkably, in four rounds he would not three-putt even one of Augusta National’s greens, all of which are famously fast and deceptive.

After he holed out at the seventy-second hole for a one-shot victory, Ben bent and buried his face in his fingers for a moment, and then he lunged into the embrace of Carl Jackson and wept on the chest of the man who had carried his bag, and who had been inspired to reveal a few crucial words of advice at exactly the right moment.

All over the country people were watching that drama at the Masters on television and weeping with the sheer thrill of it, and everywhere people were thinking, Yeah, I do believe in angels.

Ben told the press, “I could definitely feel him with me. I had a fifteenth club in my bag. The club was Harvey.” After the Masters, Ben wrote a letter to Tinsley Penick that said, “. . .it gives me great pleasure to know that what your father tried to tell his pupils works not only today but for the rest of one’s life.”

It went largely unremarked in the excitement and wonder of Ben’s second Masters, but in 1984 Ben had consulted Harvey for guidance before leaving for Augusta and had followed by winning his first Masters Championship in an enormously popular and sentimental victory.

In his introduction for Harvey’s Little Red Book, which was published two months before Tom Kite won the 1992 U.S. Open at Pebble Beach, Crenshaw wrote that in many ways Harvey reminded him of the fabulous Scotsman Old Tom Morris, the philosopher from St. Andrews. Old Tom, Ben wrote, lived a fulfilling life knowing he contributed to others’ enjoyment of the game.

Ben wrote: “Old Tom was wise, treated all men equally, and kept things very simple. It did not take much to make him happy. As long as he was around his many friends, and there was golf to be played and talked about, he was truly contented. Many times Old Tom would say ‘I’ve got mae God and mae gowff to see me thro.’ ”

Harvey might well have said that, too, but in his Texas drawl. These are his last words on golf and on life.

—Bud Shrake 
Austin, Texas, 1996



The Dreamer Sees the Real Thing
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A FELLOW DROVE into the parking lot of our Pete Dye course beside the river. He parked his Mercedes-Benz with California plates in the shade of our live oak trees and walked into the golf shop and asked to see my son Tinsley, the head pro.

This visitor was a good-looking man with an athletic build. His clothes were top quality. His shoes were shined. His face glowed with health. Tinsley invited him into the grill room so they could have a glass of iced tea at a comfortable table while he waited to hear what the man wanted.

“When I was a kid, I was a terrific player,” began his story. “Junior championships, state high school champ, played for a university team that did well in the nationals. Got married my senior year. I wanted to try the pro tour, but instead I started in sales for my father-in-law’s company and made more money playing golf with clients my first year than any rookie on the pro tour made grinding his heart out.

“I’ve kept my game in good shape. My handicap is a traveling 4. In the last year, I’ve had a 68 at the Old Course, a 70 at Pebble Beach, a 70 at Pine Valley, for example, and there was one great day when I shot a 67 at Riviera. For a CEO who has made more money than he knows what to do with, and also has a handsome wife and family, I can really play golf.”

Tinsley congratulated him on his success.

“But I’m not satisfied,” the fellow said.

“Why not?” Tinsley asked.

“I still want to play on the pro tour.”

Tinsley drank his tea and waited.

“This is no pipedream,” the fellow said. “I’m talking about the Senior Tour. I’m forty-three years old. I have sold my company for a very large sum. I’m free now to do whatever I want. My plan is to move my family here and buy a house beside your golf course.

“Every morning for the next seven years I will show up on your doorstep, rain or shine. I want daily lessons from you, and I’d like your father to check me every week or so. I’ll hit five hundred practice balls a day. I’ll play golf every day from the tips on this very tough course. Soon as I reach the age of fifty, I’ll turn pro and join the Senior Tour. I’ll pay you and your father what-ever you ask, if you’ll agree to get me ready. What do you say?”

Tinsley didn’t need long to think it over.

“Let me tell you about one of our club members,” Tinsley said. “Like you, he’s forty-three years old, and he’s made all the money he’ll ever need. He has a hand-some wife and family. He practices golf every day, and he plays golf nearly every day. He’s getting ready for the Senior Tour in seven more years. At this tough golf course, his handicap is a plus-4. He is your competition. He is the player you are going to have to learn to beat if you are going to go on the Senior Tour. I really don’t want to spend seven years of my life trying to help you to do that. Not for any price.
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