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For my crew






I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,

And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made…

—W. B. Yeats, “The Lake Isle of Innisfree”








PART 1 NUNCHUCKS IN THE ATTIC








TUESDAY MORNING

Hands caked with mud, fingertips diced by a thousand tiny cuts, and my wheels were spinning again.

It had been the wettest Catskills summer in memory, and Shaun had warned me to throttle down as I drew closer to the green. I killed the engine and slid out of the seat, got back down on my knees, and ripped clumps of soggy grass from the reels—right, middle, left, then the rear units beneath the chassis that I struggled to reach. If we had the money or time to sharpen our bed knives, I’d have lost a digit by now; instead, I shaved away my fingerprints as I felt for jams and tore chunks of wet earth, pulling hair from a clogged drain, until I could turn each cylinder by hand. This was the ninth time I’d had to clear the reels on this run, eight piles of discharged mud lined up in the rough behind me, and my favorite morning job looked like it would become that afternoon’s job, too.

I’ve come to believe that golfers should know what it’s like to ride a mower or cut a hole or water a green before they play. Not as punishment, but to better know our playing grounds and appreciate the big and small things—like freeing wads of vegetation from an undercarriage—that turn a field into a stage. We’d not only understand our good fortune as golfers, but we’d earn the answers to questions we may have long pondered. We’d know why our tees and fairways have rounded corners (because the mowers turn on a certain radius) and why someone let the rough grow on that hillside (because the mower tips over up there) and why we can’t have those vertical bunker faces we see on TV (because trimming them costs a day’s worth of manpower, fuel, and gear we don’t possess and can’t afford).

We’d know why tall fescue is fashionable (no cut, no work), why we should pick up our tees (they dull mower blades, and resharpening robs hours), and why benches, cart signs, and tee markers are a blight (cut the engine, hop off, move them, restart, mow, move them back—if your legs are as stiff as mine, you daydream about blowing them out the back of your machine). We’d know that nobody asked a greenskeeper whether wall-to-wall fairways was a trend worth pursuing, and we’d learn how a course’s maintenance budget can be halved if the course has been designed for simpler upkeep, or if its players accepted brown as a firmer shade of green. We’d likely never leave a pitch mark or bare divot again, understanding that those banal scorecard requests aren’t about manners or even playing conditions—they’re about simple respect for the people whose job it is to grow grass, and a gentle nod to their existence. And if you’re like me, you’d enjoy the art of upkeep. Maybe even more than your golf.

It’s hard and early work, and at places like ours, it doesn’t pay that well, either. I used to wonder why they do it, the greenskeepers who might get thanked once a year at the member-guest, but who mostly pass by in hooded sweatshirts and heavy brown boots, working through a checklist that started before dawn. They’re a unique breed, the turf types, but those who get it in their blood tend to stick with it, and after a few months among them, I now had some understanding of why. Getting up and going to work for most people is coffee and a commute, shaving or some makeup, dressing appropriately so you can stare at your phone for an hour. Asking and answering questions in as few words as possible, creating tasks and passing them along, and maybe noticing whether the sun is shining or not.

In the work out here, the weather is all you notice—your day is dictated by sun and seasons and a rain gauge that’s inspected every morning. The forecast tells you when to fire up the mowers and where to take them, and each morning is a chance to know satisfaction before most people have finished deleting their overnight emails. It’s just you atop a humming red rig, tracing lines into a field shining with dew, the fog still spinning in your blades, and your only company a few deer who hardly look up when they see you anymore, and soon every tuft is trimmed and you’ve got the mow lines to prove it and can look back and see what you’ve done—it’s a kind of work I’d never known before this summer, work that gives you clear beginnings and endings and doesn’t ping you after dinner, the sort of job you still feel that evening as you fall asleep, bones sore with effort but your mind clear for having answered what the day asked.

This day’s aches and scrapes might last a little longer. We typically welcome the rain because we lack a working irrigation system for our fairways, and our method for dousing the greens is something we try not to discuss, let alone use. We have nine garden hoses wrapped around hubcaps on posts that stand guard beside each green, but the pump meant to send them water from the pond is old and irritable, and the pipes that run to each hose are a patchwork of red iron and PVC held together by putty and tape, and only half of them remain buried anymore. Where they cross streams or change grade in the woods, we built tiny rock towers to support their weight and keep them from snapping, and with so many leaks, they deliver a mere trickle to those hoses. After a bone-dry May and June, we were praying for rain, forgetting that Noah probably prayed for a drizzle, too.

Not only do we lack the pipes to spray water on the golf course, we don’t have pipes to drain water off it, either. Occasionally I’d spot a rusty drain buried in a fairway, relics from our course’s heyday, but when the water comes now, puddles form in all our low spots (at a course beside a mountain, we have plenty of those). Rain pushes the weeds higher, then shelters them on turf too soft for the machines meant to clip them.

We often tried when we shouldn’t have, and that’s when we felt the agony of tires lurching and spinning, stuck dead in a wet patch. Ever try to slide a piece of old furniture and feel a nail gash your wooden floor? It’s close to that, and then it gets worse when you hit the gas hard because your only way out is forward as platter-sized pieces of fairway come loose beneath your wheels. On your next pass, you see the mess you’ve made and wonder what kind of asshole would do that to a golf course.

Sometimes you can’t motor through it, and that’s where I found myself on number eight, my twice-a-week nemesis. Not only is it big—a runway par-five of almost all fairway—but its approach is an awkward cut, where your lines squeeze into a tight funnel as you approach a narrow, raised plateau with a collar that’s tough to trim without dropping clippings all over the green. It sits beside a hidden spring in the greenside rough, and today I’d found the heart of it. I looked around, hoping to find one of my comrades, but it was just me and the deer. They’d been watching me stall out all morning, happy to nibble the grass I was failing to shorten.

Bearded Chris was responsible for trimming the rough on his Ventrac, an eight-wheeled beast that could handle our most unreasonable slopes. Shaun mowed the greens, sometimes pushing by hand or, when the triplex was working, atop his riding mower. Fairways were my job, but maybe not much longer, I thought—I’d cleaned my reels, but the tires were buried in three inches of soup. I rocked from forward to reverse with no luck. Shut it down, started it back up. The ignition was shot so we had to hotwire our fairway unit, pressing a wire against the battery with a wrench we kept in the cupholder. No joy. I pulled out my phone and called Shaun, who was cutting greens on the other side of the property. I don’t know how he heard or felt his phone vibrating while his machine was roaring, but when I was working the course, he never failed to pick up. He knew his staff (all two of us) and probably suspected that his fairway guy might be calling.

“I’m stuck. In the spring on eight.”

He laughed a tired chuckle. “On my way.”

I knew the water was there and should have been more careful, but I was so damn close to done—three hundred yards of fairway cut back-and-forth in perpendicular passes. Cut, loop around, drop the blades, cut, lift again, loop back—and rather than steer my way around the spring, I rolled the dice on turning here and lost.

We varied our fairway cuts to keep the grass from getting too comfortable lying in one direction. On the chalkboard in the maintenance shed, Shaun would draw the design he wanted me to follow that day. Start with a stripe down the middle, then mow in a figure eight to get that half-dark, half-light tuxedo look, or, my preferred method, loop around like a Zamboni until you’re done. Shaun didn’t love it, but it was easier than trying to set a perfect center stripe the way he could—miss the middle, and you left yourself with more grass left or right, circling back and hunting for ribbons until you lost all sense of where you’d been. The short, perpendicular paths I was tracing today (the dark track is what you just hit; keep it close) ensured a good cut, even if it meant less blade time with all the turnarounds, and what I liked best about this job was that I now used terms like “blade time” and phrases like “That was a good cut” and felt like I had earned them.

As I waited for Shaun to finish up whatever green he was working, I licked the dirt from my fingertips, rubbed my thumb against them, and felt the razor rash from brushing my fingers over bed knives.

Stuck in the mud atop a lawnmower three times the size of anything they sold at Home Depot, waiting beside a green in the Sullivan County Catskills, for a moment, I felt like a fake from afar. I was not a greenskeeper. My new role as course operator had not been earned; I was a measure of last resort. It would be a daydream sort of fun to play my own golf holes, sure, but there was no bucket list in my drawer with Run a Golf Club or Mow a Fairway or Raise Money and Buy a Golf Course scribbled upon it. So how had I landed here? I was a writer and a spoiled golfer—my career had taken me to first tees at some of the world’s most wondrous places, where I played golf, jotted down a few paragraphs, bought a shirt, and went looking for the next.

But this place didn’t sell shirts. It didn’t even have a logo. And wondrous wasn’t a word a visitor might have used to describe this nine-holer. Sporty and charming with views for days, but not a destination you’d come to write about. This was rural, local, community golf, and as with most golf courses fitting that description, it was failing. If we didn’t find a way to turn that around this summer and plot a new path, the course would be sold for land and closed two years shy of reaching its one hundredth anniversary. And from my viewpoint, my wheels still spinning in the slop, that new path was anything but clear.

Truth was, the wheels at Sullivan County had been spinning for quite some time.
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LIBERTY RESIDENTS BUY OLD HULL FARM

Plan Construction of Nine Hole Golf Course on Place; Hope to Start Playing in Another Year

Liberty, Feb. 16—Taking prompt advantage of a rare opportunity to acquire lands for a golf course near the corporation of Liberty, a dozen business men last week negotiated the purchase of the Gaylord Hull farm west of Liberty. The large farm, containing about 160 acres, of improved land ideally suited to the purpose for which it was bought, was sold to the group of local men for $120,000.

The deal was put through with surprising promptness. A tentative offer was made and accepted and the moving spirits in the deal hastily gathered together a number of other available business men to sign the contract of sale. Twelve men constituted the original signers.

Final transfer of the property will come on April 1, and immediately thereafter, work will be started on the construction of a nine hole golf course. The property is located just outside the corporation line on the road to White Sulphur Springs and covers a large area.

The ground is in excellent shape, having been carefully cultivated for many years. It is free from serious topographical obstacles and contains a number of natural hazards. Water and sewer have been laid to a part of the property and water could be easily piped to all greens. In time, it was said, a presentable club house might be erected and facilities for other sports, such as tennis, etc., would be provided.

According to a representative of the original 12 men on the contract, action to secure the property was required at once and opportunity to include all local people who would be interested was not offered. Accordingly only those men who were immediately available were asked to join.

The new golf club will not be an exclusive organization, it was said, but opportunity will be offered to all to join at the discretion of the directors. It is understood that some 18 additional names have been secured to the list and constitution and bylaws will be drawn and officers chosen. As soon as this is done, application will be made for incorporation and the membership will be built up.

The acquisition of the Hull property as a golf course located within easy distance of the village will undoubtedly increase popular interest in this game. Aside from that, the business men believe that its use for this purpose will operate to make that end of the village a highly attractive residential district. With the ownership of the property in the hands of men interested in the community, the village will be protected and any new industry seeking to locate in Liberty will be offered a site ideally located at far less than the land could be bought for if it were owned by private properties.
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SULLIVAN COUNTY GOLF COMPANY CHECKING ACCOUNT

Beginning balance: $0

Additions: $0

Subtractions: $0

Ending balance: $0

The clubhouse was going to be a problem. Its paint-chipped exterior was more chip than paint, and what color was left was a urinal shade of yellow. Flakes of neglect surrounded the building on all sides—it was as if the house had shaken loose its dandruff—and through smudged windows and torn screens I peered into the long, dark space of a dining room that had not seen a meal in years. The roof was worse. Cheap repair work had nailed one layer of roofing on top of the last, revealing a thick sandwich of shingles around the edges, and nowhere did a gutter find union with a spout.

Within minutes I knew I’d wasted a day to be here. And I’d missed Swamp Night in the process.

Until a few days before, I could not have found the Catskills on a map. I would have pointed at New York, but north, south, east, west—I hadn’t a clue, and Vermont wasn’t out of the question. As a concept they existed in my imagination as a young Jerry Lewis doing stand-up—a poor man’s Vegas, or Brooklyn meets the Poconos. My older sister played our VHS of Dirty Dancing on a loop, thus initiating her twelve-year-old brother into the Catskills holiday while educating me on the intricacies of trysts between slick city heartthrobs and teenage girls on vacation with their parents. It was, quite simply, a place people used to go, and it might have remained as much if I hadn’t received a message on social media from a person I didn’t know.

He went by the handle @gorsenod, which was a clever enough golf name to pique my interest. He explained that he was the superintendent at a nine-hole course in the Sullivan County Catskills, not far from New York City. He described it as a little golden-age gem (the golden age being an era of golf course architecture in the early twentieth century when America’s great designers were building courses to meet golf’s booming popularity) that was slated to close this year, and he wondered if I might know anyone who might be interested in buying it, restoring it, writing about it—anything to help keep their doors open. It was set to turn one hundred in 2025, and it would be a shame to close two years prior to that milestone. “It has really good bones,” he said, which had me recalling the good bones of my last home in Philadelphia, a brownstone/construction site that my wife and I spent most of our thirties making livable, just in time to sell it and move to the suburbs.

I told him I’d love to help if I could. I’d started a small golf architecture firm with my friend Colton Craig, whom I’d first met when he caddied for me at Southern Hills, prearranging our loop so that he could bend my ear about possibly going into business together. He was probably the hardest worker I knew, and in a few years we had turned our partnership into an actual business, but buying and restoring a failing golf course was well beyond our means and modest scope of work. I forgot about Gorsenod until he pinged me again a month later.

“Have you thought any more about coming up to see the course?”

I hadn’t, and my schedule wasn’t allowing for much more travel, but Google told me Sullivan County Golf & Country Club was just three hours away. I’d also recently been made the editor of The Golfer’s Journal, and we’d never done a story about golf in the Catskills (we’d never wondered whether there was golf in the Catskills), and a greenskeeper trying to save his local nine-holer had feature appeal. We liked to showcase places nobody had ever heard of, and Sullivan County Golf & Country Club had that going for it in spades.

The only slot for fitting in an overnight trip to research what might be a worthwhile magazine piece fell on a date that had been pinned on my calendar for weeks: my daughter’s homecoming Swamp Night (her high school mascot is an alligator). Her resilience inspired me; somehow she managed the disappointment of not having her dad at her high school pep rally and encouraged me to head north. My wife, Allyson, was accustomed to my golf comings and goings, but packing a bag in January usually meant Florida. When I told her I was going to look at a golf course in the Catskills, I’d finally surprised her with a destination.

“The mountains? In January?”

“There’s a golf course for sale,” I said. I let it hang there in the air of our bedroom, fishing for a reaction. I’d married a woman with an exceptional tolerance for golf nonsense, but we’d been married awhile now. Why not keep things spicy.

“Oh, we’re buying a golf course. Fun.”

We weren’t buying anything, I explained, but there might be a story there worth writing. Plus, I was curious about the Catskills. Dirty Dancing, all those old resorts. “It’s right near where they had Woodstock,” I told her. “I hear they have all sorts of hippie shops up there.” I expected the dormant Deadhead in her would approve of this detail, which it did.

“Sounds cool. Bring me back a T-shirt,” she said. “Tie-dye! No more golf polos, please.”



I would soon learn how the Catskills’ fortunes moved through time like the peaks and valleys of its horizons, and how its ups and downs hinged around a particular few months of staggering prosperity that they called the perfect summer.

For eight weeks during the tourist season of 1952, every room in the Sullivan County Catskills was booked. Not an empty bed to be found anywhere; not in a hotel, boardinghouse, or bungalow. It was the height of the American Plan and a time before Disney World and cheap flights to Miami and ubiquitous air-conditioning, when New Yorkers fled the heat of the city by the thousands and climbed hills just to their west in search of cool air and big pools and, of course, a little golf.

Prejudice played no small part in the perfect summer. It wasn’t that long ago when East Coast hotels advertised for their desired clientele by an unsubtle code: Conveniently located near Protestant and Catholic churches to court one sort of visitor; Hebrew management or dietary laws observed to attract another. At a time when Jewish guests were not welcome at many American resorts, the Sullivan County Catskills opened their arms and their golf courses to Jewish families and offered them reliable getaways according to a pricing structure that revolutionized midcentury American vacations. The American Plan offered rooming, meals, and entertainment at one price. Pay your fee and enjoy it all—around-the-clock meals, nightly comics and big band extravaganzas, and days free for tennis or playing bridge or learning the Pachanga. It made for affordable luxury and kept guests in one place for extended summer stretches, at resorts like Grossinger’s and Kutsher’s and the Concord, behemoth all-inclusives at the heart of an area that took its name from a classic Eastern European Jewish dish: the Borscht Belt.

In 1952, there was barely enough borscht to go around. With hotels bursting at the seams, resorts underwent massive expansion plans before the 1953 season, and by 1960, it’s said that little Sullivan County possessed more guest rooms than any county in the United States. Over five hundred hotels and fifty thousand bungalows—it was the highest of times in the not-so-high mountains.

Mention “bungalow colonies” to anyone who didn’t grow up in Sullivan County, and they’ll think you’re referring to some sort of yonder island cult. They were unique to the Catskills, an area once dominated by agriculture, where farmers got wise to the influx of visitors and began taking on boarders, then erected outbuildings for guests that multiplied into communities of small family residences. It was Airbnb well ahead of its time.

And at the center of it all was a town called Liberty, with a bustling main street of Jewish bakeries and theaters and shops transplanted from Fifth Avenue. With the tourist trade came builders and plumbers and roofers and chefs, all settling in and around town, a booming community built on servicing a stream of swim-trunk-toting tourists.

And then it stopped. That stream of guests dried up, the hotels and bungalows closed their doors, and Liberty slipped into a long, cold Catskills winter. It was during one of these winters that I visited Liberty for the first time and, by a string of circumstances I still don’t fully understand, came to call it home.

In hospitality terms, the Catskills decline was an extinction event, a seismic and nearly overnight shift that saw an area that once couldn’t grow quickly enough turned into a vacation punch line of demolished resorts and shuttered cottages. This collapse has been thoroughly studied and debated, and the tourism literature points to the three A’s: airfare, air-conditioning, and anti-Semitism (or the lack thereof).

With new airports in New York City making air travel more convenient and affordable, city folks weren’t tethered to their cars when planning their vacations. Air-conditioning made the Catskills’ cooler temperatures less appealing, and with changing attitudes and the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Jewish families felt empowered to seek experiences elsewhere. But local historian John Conway points to a fourth A that might have been most responsible for the downfall of Sullivan County: arrogance. The good times would never end, the resorts thought, and so they failed to upgrade and innovate in the face of their guests’ new alternatives.

It was the sort of great bust known only to great booms; once the Catskills weren’t in, they were out. Once your neighbors had somewhere better to go, so did you, and what was left behind were the people who had made the Catskills go—its suppliers and servers who had come for the work, not the vacation. Schools shrank, home values plunged, and all those rooms and amenities were razed or sold for land—including most every golf course. Twenty or so courses that had served the summer population simply disappeared, some of their hole outlines still visible in satellite photos, the ghosts of golf past.

Most every golf course, aside from one.



The first drive into new territory always feels longer than what the GPS claims. The sky was cold and gray as I headed up the turnpike, surprised to find that only the first hour of my journey to Liberty, New York, was going to take the toll road. The next two wound me along narrow mountain lanes, through farmland and forest where mailboxes became scarcer by the mile. Holiday homes gave way to boarded-up motels and small one-stories with chain-tired pickups parked on lawns and short driveways. This wasn’t a route populated by Starbucks or McDonald’s, but by the occasional biker bar, then maybe a shopping center all but vacant save for the tanning salon and the childcare center. I’d never heard of Agway, but whatever they were selling, people seemed to want it.

As I rolled past shooting ranges and gas stations advertising hot pizza and fresh bait, I recognized this America from a cross-country journey I’d made in 2018, when I’d learned to rely on the local gas station/restaurant/grocery store/pharmacy. The farther you wandered, the more likely you could sit down for chicken parmesan after topping up your washer fluid. I’d enjoyed some of my best meals while waiting for my tank to fill, so I wasn’t faulting these new environs, but I was understanding that I had not traveled all that far, yet had arrived somewhere very far away.

Shaun had asked me to meet him in the diner above the main street in Liberty, which sounded like a proper and quaint introduction to the Catskills. I was expecting a mountain hamlet of sorts, perhaps with Austrian touches and A-frame buildings and pedestrians in stocking caps, waving hello to their neighbors and stopping to chat about an early spring. I rolled slowly along the central avenue and found that most of the stores were closed—some permanently, it seemed, and some waiting for tourists who may or may not return this summer. A dark supermarket advertised its name—Lemonade—on a temporary banner that had come unstuck in the wind, and a sign identified its offerings as kosher. I saw a dollar store and a vacant ice cream shop; a bank and a theater that looked like its restoration had been paused halfway. The boxing gym looked quiet, but I was excited to see that Liberty’s main street still featured one. The sweet science had a proud legacy up here: Joe Louis, Sugar Ray Robinson, Rocky Marciano, and Muhammad Ali had all used Grossinger’s Resort as a summer training camp (the same hotel where a young Lew Alcindor waited tables and dominated guests in pickup games), and it felt reassuring to find a remnant of the only Catskills history I knew. The street’s liveliest spots were its half-dozen Mexican restaurants, plus a tattoo shop and a small Liberty museum that was only open on Fridays and Saturdays from twelve to four. Lucky for me, I’d landed on a Saturday and made a note to return later as I turned up the street to the New Munson Diner where the parking lot was crowded at noon.

It was a vintage place with silver cladding that might have once fit on a railway car, and I’d later learn it had been transported from Manhattan all the way to Liberty and had once been a location for an episode of Seinfeld (the Bizarro episode where Jerry finds himself in an alternate coffee shop). Shaun was waiting by the hostess stand when I stepped in out of the cold. He was tall and thin with short hair beneath a baseball cap, and a slight hunch with pointy shoulders that hinted at a cool, city edge. He’d told me he was forty-five but he seemed younger—wearing a hoodie and black Dickies pants, a skateboarder lingered beneath the surface—with a disarmingly nervous energy. He introduced me to the diner’s Greek owners who welcomed me like a long-lost Philadelphia cousin, then seated us at a booth in the back where we ordered burgers and made the awkward conversation of not-quite-strangers, two guys who knew one another through two-sentence exchanges on Instagram.

Shaun had moved to Liberty from Queens, where he’d worked as a horticulturalist in high-rise buildings. If you’ve ever wondered who plants and maintains those twelve-story gardens inside the lobbies of Manhattan’s skyscrapers—Shaun did, and his workday consisted of hopping from one corner of the city to the next to juggle watering and planting and feeding (good preparation for trying to water nine greens without a functioning irrigation system). He’d grown up outside of Kansas City where he played more hockey than golf (his dad loved putt-putt, but that was the extent of his golf as a kid), then relocated to Dayton where he got work on the grounds crew at Moraine, a top-ranked private club with an open policy on staff play. Most afternoons he could sneak out for golf after his shift, and he fell hard for the game, reading as much about agronomy and design as he could and plugging into the nascent online golf community. Then his guitar took him to New York for what was supposed to be two weeks of singing for his supper. It turned into years, and a hard-partying lifestyle he’d learned in Ohio fully blossomed in the Big Apple.

He told me that that the city’s music and art scene got into his blood. “I was a kid from Kansas City living in New York, playing music, getting into trouble,” he said. “I’d get locked up for hopping a turnstile with a six-pack in my bag. Stupid shit. For a while I was pretty much living out of a backpack in lower Manhattan. Drinking too much and not listening to anybody, your basic alcoholic lifestyle. That’s how I found this area, actually, when the state sent me up here for rehab.”

When you go and get sober, they tell you there aren’t any coincidences, that all the signs pointing you toward a different life mean something if your eyes are open to them. Some might dismiss such talk as self-help twaddle (and was it a coincidence that those boxes of wine were always on sale when I tried to quit drinking?), but I choose to believe that something larger than myself thinks it would be a good idea if I didn’t drink today. Maybe it’s God, maybe the universe, maybe the Force about which Obi-Wan opined, but I do trust that it places certain people in our lives for certain reasons. Shaun and I being fellow drunks (like other rude labels in our culture, you can use them when they apply to yourself) didn’t mean we were suddenly blood brothers, or that we could even trust each other (I’ve met plenty of sober scoundrels), but there is a bond between those of us who have leaned out over the edge and somehow leaned back. I noted our mutual interest in not being homeless and divorced, and I asked him how he went from vertical gardens to fairways and greens.

“I got cleaned up and met a girl,” he began. “Got my shit together, got married and had a kid, moved into a place in Queens. I started thinking about golf again and was following the golf architecture stuff online and hitting balls at Chelsea Piers and playing the city courses. Then the superintendent at Moraine recommended me for a job at The Creek. They were looking for a horticulturalist and said I could come try it out, and I fell in love with it.”

The Creek on the north shore of Long Island is one of New York’s more coveted tee times. Founded by J. P. Morgan, Vincent Astor, and Marshall Field among others, and designed by the grandfather of American course architecture, Charles Blair Macdonald, it’s a rare résumé builder. But after a season making a three-hour afternoon commute back to Queens, Shaun and his wife Marisol decided to look for greener pastures in which to raise their daughter. They moved to Liberty and bought a home with a yard, while Shaun kept his eye on what was happening a half-hour away at Inness.

Rob Collins and Tad King had exploded on the golf scene in 2014 when they designed a nine-holer in Tennessee called Sweetens Cove. Its wild greens and old-world-turned-new architecture broke the country club mold, turning nine holes on a floodplain with no clubhouse or restaurant into a pilgrimage site for golf’s soul-seekers. It became an unlikely model for pure golf of unstuffy fun where a season’s worth of tee times now sell out in a single day. Word had spread that Rob was building another nine holes not forty-five minutes from Liberty at the Inness resort, a course billed as the back nine to Sweetens, so Shaun reached out and got himself on the greens crew for the grow-in. Buoyed by some agronomy experience, he then turned to the nine-holer down the street from his house, a course for which even his abbreviated golf résumé made him overqualified.

“I remember the first time I played Sullivan. It was still coming out of winter and it was wet and I thought it was fun and a cool place to have right around the corner,” he said. “But the more it dried out and I got to know the bounces and the character of the place, it started to feel special.” It was being maintained by a retired couple, Tony and Mary, and a few years ago they went down to Florida and decided to stay, so the owners asked Shaun if he could mow it and keep the course from going to seed. “That’s basically all we could do with the machines we had, just try to keep the fairways a reasonable length and the greens puttable. But the place has a lot more to offer,” he told me. “I mean, I know what we have here. We aren’t Augusta. It’s not fancy golf and it’s not ever going to be that. But it’s good. It’s good country golf. I would hate to see it go on the market and turned into houses or a shopping center. It’s got a lot of history and the place matters to people. You’ve got families that have played here for four generations. The owners get that. They’re good guys. They’re willing to give me one more season if I can find a partner who wants to give it a go.”

The waitress dropped our check and I grabbed it. Shaun wanted to go halves, but if I couldn’t offer him a partner on his golf course, I could at least buy him a cheeseburger.

We paid up at the counter and a large man in a starched white button-down thanked us for coming in and asked us to please, come back soon. As we walked out to our cars, I wondered what reason I might ever have to take the man up on his invitation, but if I was being truthful, an old feeling was returning. Unwelcome and unacknowledged, but there nonetheless, that sensation of holding something warm and bright in my hand, something with a power to alter my trajectory. The fear and impatience and allure of a start. The jumping-off point. My mind might not have seen it yet, but something inside me did, because when I politely said that we would be back, I more than half believed it.


THE SUN (NEW YORK), MARCH 20, 1925

A NEW UP-STATE GOLF COURSE

Sportsmen Up Liberty Way to Have Layout Presenting a Variety of Holes.

By P.C. Pulver

There’s a golf course in the making at Liberty, N. Y., that some day may come in for a deal of attention. Maurice McCarthy, the course architect, who recently returned from a trip upstate, where he left plans for an eighteen hole layout, was impressed with the exceptional possibilities of the land and also surprised that the game had been so long neglected in that locality.

The land, consisting of 165 acres, lies on the edge of the town and one of the fairways will extend 175 feet above the floor of the valley. In fact, play will be along five different levels, and in addition to this unusual situation the architect has been able to take advantage of three streams which wind through the property.

An exceptional condition presents itself at the outset. To the first hole, some 350 yards, the drive will be down hill, followed by an approach over a running stream to an island green. This island, plentifully covered with trees, will be cleared so as to leave an opening in front. In other words, the approach is to be through a crescent-like formation.

The brook on one side will be enlarged by a dam, so as to form a lake, and it is across this hazard that the golfer will drive on his way to No. 2, where the second shot will be to a plateau green at an elevation of fifty feet. This is to be a 340 yard hole, but not so the next, where the line of play extends for more than 500 yards along a ridge.

PLENTY OF LENGTH

Other holes of similar type have been planned for the Sullivan County Golf and Country Club, which is the name of the new organization, and so keen are the founders to get started that work will be concentrated upon nine holes to cover a playing length of 3,250 yards, the idea being to have these ready for play by July. This feat, they claim, is possible because of the cleared nature of the land, most of which was old pasture. Another point favorable to quick action is that turf is available for sodding the greens.

During the off season Liberty, situated in Sullivan county, 120 miles from New York, is a comparatively small town with a population of about 2,500, but during the summer the influx enables Liberty to touch the 30,000 mark. The club has already applied for membership in the United States Golf Association and to the Green Section.





And then I saw it.

I’d been fortunate to survey a gluttonous number of golf holes, but in all those studies of seaside and landlocked and desert and forest and hilltop and valley courses, I’d never eyed one through the lens of a potential course partner (I still wasn’t sure what that meant). And I didn’t care for this lens. Not at all.

I prided myself on spotting potential and rooting for the routing underdog, able to spot flecks of gold in the most meager links. No clubhouse? No problem. No pro shop? Points for simplicity. No grass? Firm and fast will do. But examining a golf club as an individual who might become invested in it, its every wart and wrinkle stood out in chastening relief.

Two unsteady posts bridged by a stained piece of plywood announced that I had arrived at SULLIVAN COUNTY GOLF & COUNTRY CLUB, faded words beneath it welcoming me to The Oldest Golf Course in the Catskills. I wasn’t sure if that was true, but this being the oldest sign in the Catskills seemed indisputable. I tried to keep an open mind, reminding myself that there was good old and bad old, but as I caught sight of the clubhouse’s crumbling exterior, I feared I was about to tour the latter.

The building itself had some homespun charisma—two gabled roofs on either end, with a low stretch of windows between, the whole structure not much larger than a four-bedroom home. But inside—I hoped peeking through the windows had been enough to satisfy Shaun.

When it came to abandoned buildings, I’d decided that churches and clubhouses were the saddest of the lot. Their refuge had been deemed worthless or ineffective; their neglect suggested a menacing lack of hope. And this one was strangled by snow in the dead of winter, a clear signal to leave it undisturbed. But Shaun had brought the keys, and he began with the least abandoned bit.

The current owners had refurbished the pro shop a few years earlier, and as we passed through the doorway, we found a surprisingly functional space. It was slightly smaller than a shipping container and roughly the same shape, with a bright wooden bar occupying most of the room. The walls had been painted white with beadboard paneling along the lower half. A large TV hung behind the bar, and against the opposite wall were a few high-top tables and chairs. It was sort of perfect, I thought—pro shop and a small hangout in one space, with French doors that opened toward what I guessed was the first tee. The only thing I wasn’t sure about was whether this was really a pro shop. Of course there was no pro on staff—this was mom-and-pop golf and I appreciated that—but I didn’t see a shelf or hanger or hat anywhere, just a red plastic French fry basket holding a few dirty Dunlops and a handwritten note, “Used Balls: $1.”

“Do they sell anything in here?” I asked.

“Not really,” Shaun said. “Not the kind of stuff you’re thinking of. They collect greens fees and sell drinks, and the league guys will come in here and drink after they play on Monday nights. But there isn’t any kind of merchandise. We do have scorecards, and these yardage books,” he said, handing over a plain white card with green numbers, and then the yardage book. The golf snob in me bit my tongue. First, why does a community nine-holer that doesn’t have hats or shirts or new golf balls—or customers, for that matter—have a yardage book? And second, why is it so awful? It was mostly advertisements with some rudimentary outlines of the holes, and on the cover—good Lord—artwork to break the heart of any golf collector.

“Is this the logo?” I asked, pointing to a Crayola cartoon of a red flag on a green with a mountainous blob in the background.

“I’m not sure,” he said, smirking. “I hope not. I don’t think we have an actual logo.”

“That’s probably where I’d start,” I said. “If I were you,” I added, feeling my parking lot revelation slip with each discovery. Scorecards cost money. Shelves cost money. Merchandise costs money. Logos cost money. These weren’t issues I’d ever considered when stepping into a clubhouse before, so even if today was a waste of gas, I’d at least gained a new perspective on the price of our game.

“So this is the good part,” Shaun said. “You ready for the rest?”

The question presupposed my answer, and he was right: I wasn’t. Shaun swung open a glass-paneled door, and we stepped into the former restaurant. There was no heat anywhere in the building, but this room felt far colder than the one we had just left, and after one look at the cobwebbed fixtures and the leaking drop ceiling and the broken tables and the dusty curtains hiding a service bar that looked like some sort of horrifying puppet theater, plus a pile of clothes in the corner and—are those Barbie dolls?—I wished for Shaun to return us from whence we had come.

“Keith was living here, in the apartment upstairs. This is his stuff. Can’t imagine what the apartment looks like,” he said.

“Don’t show me.”

“Don’t worry. Nobody can find the key,” he said as we surveyed a strange collection of sundries: jeans and sweatshirts, a towering pile of old mail, cans of Heinz beans and packages of Tayto crisps. And the Barbies, still in the box, some sort of evening-gown collector’s edition, from what I could tell.

“He’s Irish,” I said.

“How’d you know that?”

“The Taytos. And the beans,” I explained. “What’s up with the Barbies?”

Shaun chuckled. “Who knows? Maybe for his grandkids. Keith’s an interesting cat. He kind of looks over everything here, but he’s been sick in the hospital for a while now. I doubt he’s coming back for this season.”

If there is a “this season,” I thought, a possibility that seemed less likely with each new room. He showed me the bathrooms toward the back—glorious—and, just off the Barbie room, a bar that had potential. Its wooden floor was painted with OSCAR BROWN’S in huge lettering (“That was one of the restaurants that tried to make a go here,” Shaun explained, “after the members sold the club”) but its far wall revealed the first sign of a real golf club that I’d yet noticed: a club championship board dating back to 1925.

“This is pretty cool,” Shaun said, pointing out some of the names. “Check out this guy: John Coughlin. Won it thirteen times.”

“Damn. That’s good playing.”

“The Yauns. Deckers. All these names still play up here. I like this one: E. B. Grossinger, from the Grossinger’s resort. The place they based Dirty Dancing on. All the resorts up here had golf courses, but they were for hotel guests, so everyone who worked the resorts played their golf here. This place was for the locals.”

“Very cool. This room isn’t bad,” I said, and I meant it, because even though the bar was filthy and looked like the kind of place guys like us came to drink ourselves to death—dark, cold, empty—the long window behind the bar perfectly framed a snow-covered golf course, and a romantic bar view cured a lot of ills.

The kitchen did not. Brown ooze dripped from the edges of the coolers; the stovetops looked like someone had been cooking without the aid of pot or pan, and in the refrigerator moldered Keith’s groceries from however long ago. I felt inclined to correct myself—Forget the logo, Shaun. I’d start back here.

I could only assume he overestimated my lunchtime enthusiasm when he decided to take me down to the men’s locker room, a place golf course partnerships went to die. There was no forgetting it and no unseeing it: Sullivan County Golf & Country Club’s ninth ring of hell.

“Watch your head,” Shaun warned me as we descended a steel set of stairs. A flickering light bulb half illuminated a cold, dank jungle of metal and rot, and I imagined slow players and fence jumpers chained to these walls, begging for the king’s mercy. There were trash cans full of old clubs (“Our lost-and-found—some classics in there”), tables piled with broken trophies and cans of spray paint and insecticide, rows of rusted metal lockers tipped over and piled at impenetrable angles. Outing signs from the 1990s. An empty cash box and busted chairs. The concrete floor was coated with a slime of neglect, and the mildew—you could pluck spores from the air. I pulled back a decrepit shower curtain to find a bathroom that had regurgitated upon itself. One sink, one seatless toilet, both caked in foul blackness.

We pushed our way through the mess to a shower stall around the corner—packed with trash bags of empty beer cans—and to another doorway, a dungeon off the dungeon, where I braced myself for whatever sins this place might yet confess.

“This room is kind of cool,” Shaun said, and when he flipped on a light that worked, it kind of was. Granted, it was piled floor to ceiling with a tangle of red upholstered chairs, but along the walls there were rules posted for poker buy-ins, along with angry notes about who owed twenty bucks to whom.

“Some wild shit probably went on down here,” Shaun said, and I agreed. A hidden basement poker room in the New York Catskills, straight out of Rounders, where bottom-dealers lost fingers and fish surrendered small fortunes.

We ascended the stairs and emerged from the locker room to the bright light of day. It was as if I’d never felt the sun before, the rays warming my bones. Before walking the course, Shaun wanted to detour through the cart barn and the maintenance shed. The barn was corrugated steel and Shaun said it sounded like the blitzkrieg in here when it rained. It wasn’t in bad shape, and the vehicles parked along its walls in neat rows gave the space a museum quality. They didn’t seem capable of moving, but they were fun to look at. Some of the first ever golf carts had found a home here, from bogus-sounding companies like Fairway Go and Royal Electric.

“We need to clean this place out. Half of these don’t run,” Shaun said. “That’s one of the problems here. The carts that do run are in rough shape. They give you whiplash when you hit the pedal.”

Golf carts cost money.

“Check this out,” he said, pointing to small wooden placards nailed to the wall in front of each parking space. “These are members’ names. They owned their own carts. Some still do. They would just come up to the course, take their cart out of here, and go. I think they used to mow the course once during the week and close the clubhouse and just let the members do their thing.”

Provided such evidence, it did not take a forensic accountant to uncover why the club had struggled financially. No cart revenue? I was a dedicated walker, but even I understood the nature of cart fees and bottom lines. And it got worse. Shaun told me that a few years ago, a previous operator had tried to raise some cash by offering three-year memberships for the paltry sum of $200. All your golf for three years for two hundred bucks—a death sentence for any semiprivate course. Those memberships had just expired, he said, so he was hoping that might help turn a corner.

All I’d seen of the course so far was a long white field dipping over the horizon, then shooting back up the side of a mountain. “We’ll get there,” Shaun said. “Come look at what I’m dealing with first.”

Calling it a shed was a slight to proper sheds elsewhere, but Shaun’s maintenance shed fit its club context. On one side, a sliding garage door that probably hadn’t slid in some time, and a doorway on the other, in front of which a thick board covered a hole of unspecific depth.

“Watch your step there.”

Inside was Shaun’s workshop where the tools were neatly organized along the back wall, adjoining an old steel desk and a couple 1970s bouncy leather chairs likely taken from the patio at Grossinger’s. The wall to my left was decorated with cool course signage from yesteryear, 1950s cart directionals, some tie-dyed outing signs, and a wooden plaque advertising $2 greens fees. Everything else was a dark mess of grease and leaking hydraulics. Shaun went around the room, pointing at tractors, mowers, blowers, and machines whose purpose I could only guess.

“That doesn’t run. That doesn’t run. That doesn’t run. That doesn’t run. That doesn’t run. That runs. That runs,” he explained. “I’d love to get this cleaned out and sell this stuff for scrap. I know a scrapper who would pay for it.”

He said his maintenance-to-mowing hours were about even—not a good ratio when you have a two-man crew. They spent as much time fixing their gear as they did riding it, and if this course had any hope of surviving, this room’s stalled loiterers needed to be swapped out for a whole new fleet.

Mowers really cost money.

I noticed a chain hanging from the ceiling and asked about its purpose.

“They must have had a lift in here at some point, for servicing the mowers. But this one,” he said, grabbing the frayed end of a thin rope, “I’ve only been up here once. Want to check it out?”

I didn’t come all this way to not follow the mysterious rope in the ceiling. Shaun gave it a pull, and a ladder crashed to the floor, opening an overhead hatch I had not noticed. I slowly followed him up, one creaking rung at a time, until we were standing in a small attic loft beneath the rafters, not large enough to fit one of Shaun’s mowers, but big enough for a cot and a wooden chair, both untouched for decades. Newspapers from the 1980s were strewn about the floor, and other than the bed and chair, the loft’s only treasures were a trout fisherman’s basket, a Polaroid camera with an old flashcube, and a set of leather nunchucks.

“Somebody lived up here,” I said, stating the obvious because it was shocking nonetheless.

“I have no idea who. Had to be a while ago. Maybe someone used it to dry out or something.”

“If you developed the film in that camera,” I said, “you’d probably solve half the cold cases in New York.”

He laughed and picked up the nunchucks. “Want these?”

I thought about it. As I kid, I’d owned a set of foam ones purchased from a sporting-goods store, and in my quest to wield them with the deadly proficiency of Bruce Lee, had practiced with them for ten minutes before knocking myself in the balls enough times to abandon the martial arts. I declined and told Shaun he should save them to hang above the bar.

We roamed out back to find another garage occupied almost entirely by a behemoth rusted-out tractor. Shaun had never seen it run and didn’t know what he’d do with it if it did. Packed around it were antique golf course goodies—old ball washers and busted benches, giant golf ball tee markers and wire trash baskets, and former hole signs with advertising from businesses that Shaun said no longer existed. The temptation returned—if I did get involved in this golf course, I could fulfill my life’s dream of planting a ball washer beside our front door. I had not informed Allyson of this ambition, but I could think of no better way to tell her we’d bought a golf course in a town she’d never seen nor heard of than with a surprise ball washer posted by our front walk.

We didn’t step inside the garage—its back wall was cracked, the cement blocks gently folded along a zagging crease but somehow holding on. He did show me the rear of the shed, where golf carts were piled atop golf carts, three-wheelers and stick-steerers that would have been worth some money had they not been left out in the snow for fifty years. An axle here, a steering column there. More dead mowers poked their noses out of the woods, and a blue pickup sat stalled beneath a tree, its rounded wheel wells too far gone for restoration. A giant steel grease box was tipped over, not too far from a rusted gas tank that Shaun said they still used. I’d ceased tallying up the dollars it would take to make this place functional, and I just tried to enjoy this as a trip to a golf world few ever get to see.

I hadn’t brought boots to battle the snow, but Shaun wasn’t letting me leave until I saw the property from number three.

“Up there?” I said, pointing to a strip of tilted white that topped the mountain like a ring of icing.

“That’s it. Come on.”

We passed the stream that fronted the first green, where Shaun sometimes caught trout in the morning; he kept his rod strapped to a work cart that wasn’t really a work cart. They had no work carts. He had a retired golf cart with a hitch welded to the back bumper, a busted five-iron shaft used as the pin to hook on the blower, when he could get the blower to start. Shaun said Sullivan County was to fly-fishing what Long Island was to golf courses. Knowing nothing about fly-fishing but plenty about Long Island golf, I appreciated the analogy, and he claimed that was one sector of the tourism market that had held on through the years: the trout fishermen.

Fishing and golf on the same property, I thought. Not a bad combination. And the stream, unlike everything else I’d seen today, would cost nothing to get running.

We climbed fairways and Shaun pointed out this hole and that hole—the place certainly had movement and elevation, but under so much ice, who knew what I was witnessing?

And then, I did know. We reached the peak of the course, the heart of what Shaun said was the third fairway, and the wind went still and quiet around us. I could see for miles in every direction, the sort of vantage point designers would die for, a view golfers can’t quite believe as they watch a world of green and water unfurl from their feet. Well, white and water in this case, but I could tell—unless you had a bottomless budget, this wasn’t the kind of golf course you built anymore. The land was too severe, the angles too unkind. Shaun explained that when the fairways dried out up here, they had to line the bottom of this hole with chicken wire to keep balls from falling off the mountain. I loved every word of that idea. A hole so wild that it introduced chicken wire to golf. Absolutely brilliant.

Our correspondence had revealed the course architects as Len Rayner (one letter off, for the golfheads out there) and Maurice McCarthy, two area pros who built courses all over New York and Pennsylvania. Rayner had led construction at Leatherstocking in Cooperstown, under the eye of the estimable Devereux Emmet, where he’d go on to be the longtime head pro, and McCarthy was responsible for the original course at Hershey Country Club where Byron Nelson lifted the Wanamaker Trophy at the 1940 PGA Championship. Born in Ireland, McCarthy designed 125 layouts over the course of his career and passed along some rare golf genes to his son, Maurice Jr., who won the National Intercollegiate Championship and played on a winning Walker Cup side. In the 1930 US Amateur at Merion, where Bobby Jones completed his Grand Slam, McCarthy Jr.’s run lasted to the round of eight, but more impressive was how he got there: He aced the thirty-fifth hole during qualifying to take the last spot in the match play field.

Most of McCarthy and Rayner’s work in the Catskills had disappeared, but design lineage didn’t really matter here. Not from where I was standing, anyway. What mattered was when they built it—1924 into 1925, when like all the great architects of the time, they lacked the machinery and technology to do anything but take the land as they found it. They probably shaped some greens and flattened out some tees, and the rest they left to the slopes of Sullivan County. It was unpretentious, indigenous, unreasonable golf, the sort you can’t shape but can only hope to find, and having found it in what might be its final days was as tragic as this view was humbling.

Shaun explained that this entire property was once a horse farm—he’d dug up some horseshoes—and pointed down into the valley where you could just make out the banks of what once was a track.

“We had a plane take off from over there,” he said, pointing to a long, flat stretch that looked like a par-five. “It was the first transatlantic flight to Denmark.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. There’s a plaque by the first tee that talks about it. Otto Hillig. Sort of a local hero back in the day. He called his plane The Liberty. We have a big model of it somewhere that I want to fix up.”

We climbed back down across the property, not speaking very much. I wasn’t sure what to say. Shaun had talked about wanting this course to be here someday for his daughter to enjoy, a place for her to grow up, and I wanted that for him. People all over the golf world were building their own courses or pumping money into new properties, and I knew some of those people and could maybe help with introductions. But I feared they’d see the state of the town and the clubhouse and the short Catskills golf season, look at the price the owners were asking for the land, and take their money down to a blank slate in Florida. In fact, I was sure they would. This place required a real dreamer with real money, and I didn’t know any of those.

Shaun walked me to my car and asked if I was coming back up tomorrow. I told him I was going to cut it short and head back home, score some points with Allyson and maybe catch some of my daughter’s event at school. I’d pretty much seen everything and felt like I had an idea what the place needed. I didn’t mention that I wasn’t the one who had it.

He said he understood and thanked me for coming up to see the course. “Honestly, I’ve asked a lot of people if they’d come up and have a look, and you’re the only one who took me up on it, so I appreciate that,” he said. “I’m not giving up on it. If I have to go to the state to get a historical designation or something, or get the town to buy it…” His voice and his glance drifted off. I believed he wasn’t quitting, but we both knew those avenues were unlikely, and took more time than this golf course had left.

I told him he shouldn’t give up. This place mattered, that was clear, and it deserved to be around for another hundred years. But I was honest with him: It was going to take an investment that I simply couldn’t make. I knew some people who might, and I’d be happy to put him in touch with them.

“That would be great. Thank you,” he said. And then he changed my life, and my family’s.

“I think the owners might kind of just give it to you, for now, if you wanted to try running it.”

The jumping-off point. And by the time I got home the next morning, Allyson could tell that I’d already leapt.
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RAIN, SOGGY GROUND HOLD HILLIG’S TRANSATLANTIC PLANE AT LIBERTY

Big Crowd Sees Ship Christened on Golf Links

Elsie Gerow, 16, Daughter of Sullivan Sheriff, Does Honors

IS NAMED “LIBERTY”

Owner and Pilot Plan to Take Off as Soon as the Weather Clears

By a Staff Writer of The Binghamton Press

Liberty, May 23—Liberty’s “Flying Dutchman” is still grounded.

Driving rain this morning caused another postponement in the start of the transatlantic hop which Otto Hillig, 55, wealthy photographer, and Holger Hoiriis, 27, Danish pilot, will attempt with Copenhagen, Denmark, 3,100 miles away, their destination.

The take-off on the first leg to Roosevelt field was set for Sunday afternoon from No. 3 green of the Sullivan County Golf and Country club, but rain during the night made the green spongy and the pilot was unwilling to make the attempt.

It was planned to hop off at 9 o’clock this morning.

Mr. Hillig, much disgusted with the repeated delay, said this morning that the “Liberty” would get underway as soon as the weather cleared and the greens dried up. After arriving at Roosevelt field, the plane will be taken to the Teterboro airport, official testing field for Wright motors, where the final tests will be made under direction of Richard Naffel, chief mechanic. This may take a week.

There is little possibility of getting to Harbor Grace, Newfoundland, for the last take-off before the thirty-first, Mr. Hillig said. Once there, he said, they will have to wait for a favorable prediction from Meteorologist Kimball in New York. The present forecast is unsettled weather for several days.

Liberty turned out in force Sunday afternoon for the christening of the plane. Flags flew from residences and even the weather and his worries failed to take away the “transatlantic smile” from the face of the “Flying Dutchman.”



The whole town came out to see it, and in Denmark, a crowd of 100,000 awaited his arrival. It was the biggest thing to happen to Liberty since tuberculosis. A nineteenth-century outbreak sent scores of city dwellers to the Catskills in search of clean air, ushering in the area’s first great age of tourism as a health retreat. That boom would end when it was discovered that TB was communicable through one’s breath and New Yorkers lost interest in crowded train rides to the mountains. But Otto Hillig was no Catskills tourist. Born in 1874, he emigrated from Germany to America at the age of seventeen. Handy with a camera, he set up a studio on Liberty’s main street and made a business of photographing families on vacation. He married but it didn’t last—he was an untamed spirit, always on the move. He was likely the first Liberty resident to own a car and locals called him “The Flying Dutchman” for the speed at which he tore around town, crashing into carriages, telegraph poles, and the second story of a barn. He drove from one end of America to the other, writing dispatches from the road and garnering celebrity that would reflect well on his adopted hometown. But the light on Liberty shone most brightly when Otto took to aviation—first for his aerial photography, then as a means of satisfying his wanderlust.

Otto bought a plane he named after the town that had provided him such a rich life, and in 1931, he and partner Holger Hoiriis used the eighth fairway (the paper claimed the third; local knowledge says the eighth) at the Sullivan County Golf & Country Club as their runway for what was to be the first transatlantic flight to Denmark. No matter that they were pushed off course and had to make a pit stop in Germany first—The Liberty arrived in Denmark to a hero’s welcome, where Otto was knighted by the king, and when he returned to America, he was welcomed with a ticker tape parade in New York City. He tinkered as an inventor and built a castle above Liberty (not a very large one, and the inside resembles a workshop or hunting lodge) and lured thousands to Sullivan County through bucolic postcard photography that captured the region’s best side. And when he wasn’t snapping shots in and above Liberty, he was killing Nazi saboteurs. Obviously.

The legend speaks of two Germans who hijacked Otto’s plane in 1942 and ordered him and Holger to fly them to New York City where the Nazi sympathizers intended to buy explosives with a large cargo of cash, then use the dynamite to blow up the railway trestle in Liberty. The details of that flight are fuzzy (as is the entire historical basis for this story), but some daring maneuvers caught the hijackers off guard, giving Otto enough time to grab a revolver that had been hiding in the cockpit and foil the saboteurs’ plot with two bullets.

What to do with a pile of Nazi booty? Hide it, of course. In 1992, the local paper published stories about Otto’s lost treasure and shared his twenty-five clues for finding it (or finding a bronze coin which would entitle one to the cash he’d left at the bank in Liberty). It still hasn’t been located, and in case you’re considering a Catskills treasure hunt:


	
The witch cannot see.

	The arch of the roots is by your boots.

	She is as beautiful as her closest sister, who once left Skeetersburg.

	William Ayers mourned Liberty’s first death.

	The fish won’t bite at the Western part but begin the hunt, it’s OK to start.

	“Foul wrinkled witch, what makes thou in my sight?”

	Blue Mountain Cemetery looks over Otto’s treasure.

	Broadhead Points to.

	Dr. Blake Wales knew it as two log houses.

	Lucky me, I’m in the Queen’s back yard. If you can’t find me, you haven’t looked hard.

	The Lennon Building holds a clue.

	Grady’s horse kicked the spot.

	The coin is in the open.

	Liberty Public Service was there in my time.

	From the inside of Manion’s Store the Mongaup will roar.

	Mr. Manion’s home plate.

	Ugly Acer rubrum on the rade, then 30 paces and you will have it made. Turn to the right if going at, turn to the left if walking back.

	The municipal corner is basically nutty.

	What once was Hortonville, now is not.

	You are very close at number one, the plaque is a spot which you should plot, go in and eat, and count the feet, from there to here, let’s have a beer.

	The lens of my camera has revealed the spot.

	Now in its place is a restaurant which has food that is fine. Descramble the words on the bar and you will be one step closer to being the star.

	As you pass by behold and see in a restaurant across from the old “Big G.” My works live on and hold a clue to find the coin now known to you. Enjoy the food and have a ball, examine all the pictures on the wall.

	O Tsuga Canadensis, protect me!

	This is it, you have all the clues. If you do find me call the news. Fred will know what to do, he has the treasure to give to you.
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