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“As a mediocre golfer far along the back nine of life I had largely soured on my increasing paucity of talent. Then along came Tripp Bowden, who persuaded me to tell the story of one of the few peaks in a career played largely in troughs and valleys.

“I had the greatest fun dredging the memory bank to come up with the story of one marvelous day in my golfing life as an underachiever. Those fond memories reminded me so vividly that everyone’s golf game, however puny, should always be enjoyed. Thank you, Tripp, and what a fine collection of tales you have assembled.”

—Ben Wright, Longtime PGA Tour Television Commentator and Analyst

“A poignant collection of golf stories, full of wisdom. In a golf world that has become obsessed with numbers and ratings, Tripp Bowden delightfully reminds us that having fun is the reason we play the game: it is the experience that we should savor, indeed. All the Memorable Rounds captures the essence of the game, and it is ultimately a story about love.”

—John Sabino, Author of Golf’s Iron Horse

“All the Memorable Rounds is an eclectic collection of golf—and life—stories told from every lens. Tripp Bowden not only takes his readers through a memorable journey of golf, but also through a delightful ride in life. He shares head-nodding, heart-felt analogies we can all relate to; no matter what season we are in our lives, or in our golf game. This book will touch your soul.”

—Dr. Gina Smith, Professor, Arizona State University

“All the Memorable Rounds is an intriguing mix of inspirational and motivational stories and memoirs that incorporates humor, drama, and passion throughout. Tripp Bowden brings the virtues of golfing heroes and others to life from the perspective of an experienced golfer and caddy. The author’s vivid descriptions of the various and finest golf courses provide interesting data as well as tips applicable to everyone. Through these memoirs, Bowden illustrates that those who work hard and play hard have the opportunity to realize their dreams, as depicted by his first hole-in-one at the young age of twelve, when Tripp’s child-like love of the game willed that little white golf ball into the hole. What a beautiful book.”

—Joyce Rector, Former CEO of PlanGraphics, Inc.

“Our college philosophy professor often told us, ‘You can’t step in the same river twice.’ But the way Tripper has stored away all these memories (like that half-eaten cheeseburger he pulled out on #6 at The Hills), he takes us right back to some old delightful streams. What a gift!”

—Vic Baker, Sales Representative, Stafford Nut and Bolt

“Bobby Jones said, ‘Golf is the closest game to the game we call life.’ All the Memorable Rounds is a wonderful collection of game of life stories that is sure to trigger in all of us our own personal moments when golf and life kissed each other.”

—Doc Bowden, Surgeon, Episcopal Priest, and Masters Historian

“This book captures the essence of what golf is supposed to be…FUN! Bowden’s tales will inspire you to play the game with friends, with laughter in your bag. This book is a delightful walk through the eyes of golfers who simply love to play the game.”

—Ethan Andrews, Marine Corps Lt. Col. Huey Pilot

“Tripp Bowden is to golf what Bill Bryson is to the Appalachian Trail. Somehow, he puts you in the presence of living legends, from Ben Crenshaw to Dr. J to Julia Roberts, and regular folks too, with an easy style that makes time disappear as you lose yourself in the moments he shares.”

—Brett Clemmer, Tripp’s Friend and President of Man in the Mirror, Inc.

“As a non-golfer, I began reading Tripp Bowden’s latest book, All the Memorable Rounds, with dubious curiosity about the potential literary appeal of golfing memories. I soon found myself an adventurer, passing through portals revealing compelling tales, humorous anecdotes, personal insights, and physical beauty. Bowden is an accomplished purveyor of the mysteries of human nature, flawed yet inspired.”

—Jane Savage, Educator
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For my wife, Fletch, who still believes in me in spite of my many misgivings, and for our magical kiddos Arrie B and Holly Mac, who still think their Daddy hung the moon.

If only I could reach that far.


“When a seed first finds soil, every piece of dirt matters.”

—My good friend and late-night philosopher, Billy D, who gets the game like I do, circa 1987, Wheeler Road, Augusta, Georgia.

Insight for the ages, golf or otherwise.


Foreword

No game of which I am aware is as baffling as the game of golf. It is a game that is more than five centuries old and yet it thrives on modern technology. It is a social game, yet it can be played alone. It is a composite of eighteen holes, yet it is made up of individual shots. It is an athletic endeavor that is often played by the most unathletic people imaginable. It is a game that lives in the sepia images of golfers long past while at the same time thriving in an HD world. For all of these apparent contradictions, what is it that makes this royal and ancient game so appealing, that draws its adherents to it like a moth to flame?

On first blush, it may be the equipment. Golfers are always looking for that next driver that will promise them that extra ten yards. They are waiting for the wedge that claims that no balls will be left in the sandtrap or skulled over the back of the green. The putter that will eliminate the dreaded three-putt. This quest for mechanical perfection is as old as the game itself. In fact, more than a half-century ago, my grandfather, Bobby Jones, had Spalding make a custom set of clubs for President Eisenhower, an enthusiastic golfer. The President wrote a thank-you note to my grandfather but complained that his golf was no better with the new equipment. Bub, my family’s nickname for my grandfather, wrote back, “Dear Mr. President, Sometimes one has to recognize that the fault lies with the Indian, not with the Arrow. Sincerely, Bob.” No, the appeal of golf does not lie in the implements of the game.

Maybe the answer to golf’s appeal lies in its great tournaments. The four majors and a few other tournaments have provided excitement and memories that fill volumes. The championship courses of the world, from Augusta National to Winged Foot, and all in between are as familiar to the average golfer as his or her own track. Yet, for all that familiarity, average golfers can no more appreciate the pressure of championship golf than they can appreciate the feel of the lunar surface under their feet.

What is the answer to the question of golf’s appeal? The book that you hold in your hands, I think, begins to answer that question. The appeal of the game of golf lies first and foremost in the golf courses where the game is played. Great courses such as Augusta National and lesser courses, too. Courses that are on the Golf Digest Top 100 and courses that no one outside of town has ever heard of. These courses are the canvas on which the brush strokes of our great game are painted.

But what is the paint? I submit that the paint is the relationships that are formed in the game, the shared shots and shared memories that provide connections between men and women who might otherwise never know each other. My friend Tripp Bowden has put together with his friends a series of essays about what makes this game of ours so special. As you read the stories collected in this book, you will discover some places that are gems. But what will most stand out is the relationships, first, between people and golf courses. Most importantly, what you will discover are some of the people who make the game great. They’re not necessarily the professionals. Sometimes they are ordinary folks. But these people are the ones who add the texture to the game that make it so memorable. So, whether you play at a championship venue or the local municipal track, take time to savor this book, remember all of those who have made this game so meaningful to you, and raise a glass to this great game that connects us wherever we may be.

—Dr. Bob Jones IV

Atlanta, Georgia
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Introduction

MEMORIES FOR THE NURSING HOME

W hat makes a golf course great?

Is it the course rating, the stimp, the stroke index, the slope rating (God forbid), the layout, or the gorgeous clubhouse with the wraparound porch and columns extending to the sky?

Is it the year the course was built, the designer, the granite countertops in the bathrooms, or the pristine condition of the course, with bunker sand soft as flour?

No, no, no. A thousand times no.

It is the experience.

It is the experience that defines a golf course, the experience that makes that round of golf, and that golf course you just played, one for the memory books, not just one for the credit card bill. It is the experience from the parking lot to the pro shop, the golf course to the caddies, the 1st tee jitters to the 18th tee with all bets on the line, and you’re as pumped as a jumpy castle.

It’s the 19th hole, commiserating over a pint over the ones that got away, raising a glass to the ones that didn’t.

It’s talking with your caddy over a putt that just has to break a cup to the left, but he says, “No, Boss, it’s straight as a first grade pencil,” and then he pops you on the shoulder and says, “Soon as your knees stop shaking, knock it straight in the cup!” And he’s right as rain on both counts.

The shaking and the breaking.

It’s holding court with the cat that shines your shoes, both your golf and street ones, with a shine that shames a diamond, so you slip him an extra Lincoln, and he smiles because you get it. Yeah, man, you get it.

It’s having an after-round cold one while the high school kid who wipes down your clubs asks where you’re from and you tell him, and you ask him where he’s from, and you realize you’re from the same damn town, even though you’re a thousand miles from home.

It’s chatting up Ms. Betty at the halfway house, and she is steady rocking the bouffant, even though it’s the 90s, but Ms. Betty doesn’t care. Ms. Betty serves up the best dang chili dog in the South—cooked slow and low, on a bun so steamy that dog is hard to hold onto, but she’s serving up the truth.

Damn, this is a good dog.

Ms. Betty calls you Darlin’ and Shugah and you would stuff a few extra dollars in her tip jar if she had one, so instead you just slide ‘em on the counter and smile. Not because she called you Darlin’ or the chili dog was one for the ages, but because she reminds you of your momma. On the way home, you call your momma and tell her about your day and that you love her.

Why?

Because it is all about the experience.

It’s about learning, living, and loving the history of a course like Shady Oaks in Fort Worth, Texas, through the eyes of the cart boy who once called a trailer park home. Now he’s twenty-three, putting himself through med school by working the cart barn at the legendary Ben Hogan’s only golf course design, the place where Hogan spent his still youthful retirement days, and would one afternoon swing his game-changing sticks for the very last time. It’s where Hogan had his own private table in the grill room, by the big bay window overlooking the 18th green and the 1st tee, where he would sit for hours watching groups start and finish their round, minding their time on his wrist watch. It’s where the head pro would give lessons to members, guests—even the cart boy from the trailer park.

The experience is playing a round at Palmetto Golf Club, in Aiken, South Carolina, just off Whiskey Road—a fitting name considering you’re playing with your group of blood brothers from back in the day that are still with you to this day, who love the game in the spirit of Chi-Chi and Trevino, even though they couldn’t break 80 with a sledge hammer.

Even if John Henry was slinging it.

It’s where you learn Palmetto was built in 1892, as a three-hole golf course with three sets of tees played two times each to equal 18 holes on greens made of sand because the money ran out, even though the course was built for famous, wealthy Northerners who wintered in Aiken. That was where the tracks ended for the train coming from New York. It was a long horse and buggy ride to Florida back then.

Palmetto members such as Sears, Rockefeller, Goodyear, and Milburn soon became members of Augusta National Golf Club, built in the 1930s. When these Palmetto members asked Bobby Jones and Cliff Roberts to kindly send over their designer, a gentleman named Alister MacKenzie who came all the way across the Pond from Scotland, to finish the Palmetto and make her a proper 18-hole golf course, Bobby and Cliff said yes.

Alister MacKenzie. Perhaps the greatest golf course designer of all time.

When you play Palmetto, you see the designer’s fingerprints at every turn—you hit every club in your bag, you four-putt at least once on the signature 5th hole, and you can’t believe how long the short holes play. She’s only 6,100 yards from the tips, but she plays longer than a bad blind date.

Along with the experience, there’s the proverbial cart boy who’s not really a boy, but a gentleman in his 60s named John Williams, who put four kids through college by working sixteen-hour days at the Palmetto for thirty-plus years. The same man who will later greet your group on the 10th tee with hot dogs all the way, packs of Planters Peanuts, bags of Lay’s Potato Chips, Cokes in the can, and cold beers on ice, because there is no halfway house at Palmetto.

Back in 1892, there was no such thing as “a snack bar at the turn,” and Palmetto keeps with tradition. There will never be a snack bar at the turn at Palmetto, and that is a beautiful thing.

One more experience to mention. It’s about playing a local Augusta, Georgia, muni known as the Cabbage Patch, legendarily dubbed such because Red Douglas, the head pro for over 40 years, grew a tiny vegetable garden adjacent to the tenth tee, and he was of Irish descent, so, naturally, there was cabbage in the ground. Red would let you play the course for whatever you had in your pocket, and he would ask, “What’cha got in there, son?”—a nickel, twenty-five cents, a dollar—Mr. Red didn’t care, he just wanted you, you and every kid who loved the game like he did, to have a chance to play. The locals might say the nickname came from the fairways, so bumpy they were as if he had planted those cabbages and not Bermuda grass from tee to green on every hole!

So, what makes a golf course experience great?

Is it playing a round of golf at that same Cabbage Patch with the younger son of your mom’s best friend—a nine-year-old kid who’d never played the game before, who takes tremendous pride in circling bogeys on his scorecard, even though he only made two, two more than he should have?

Who in the hell circles bogeys?

This kid would go on to serve our country as a damn fine Marine, become a Lt. Colonel, piloting Hueys, flying rescue missions, in Afghanistan and above roofs and trees in the 5th Ward after Hurricane Katrina.

If only he could rescue his golf game! That kid and I would become best friends, and for the record, he still circles bogeys with a broken pencil he sharpens with a beat-up Buck Knife.

Y’all, great golf is all about the experience, not a slope rating.

Let’s remove the numbers and have some fun.


Chapter 1

SO THEN BEN SAYS TO CHARLIE, “CHARLIE, MEET MY FRIEND TRIPP.”

Bush Field Airport, Augusta, Georgia, 15.7 miles from Augusta National Golf Club

By Tripp Bowden

It’s Sunday evening, April 9, 1995, the air soft and breezy, and another magical Masters is in the books. Unfathomable might be the better word, because no one, not even the winner himself, expected a fairy tale ending like this. Having flown out west to Austin, Texas on Masters Week Tuesday to say a final farewell to the legendary Harvey Penick, his beloved best friend and mentor and the only golf teacher he ever had, Ben Crenshaw then flew back in to Augusta with a heavy heart and pockets just as heavy with missed cuts after missed cuts.

His life is in shambles and his game has gone to shit.

Now it’s Thursday, April 6th, where we find Ben standing on the practice tee at Augusta National with his trusty caddy Carl Jackson on the bag. Carl, who has been caddying at Augusta damn near since he could walk, is arguably the best caddy at Augusta (in the 20-plus years since the aforementioned events have occurred, Carl Jackson has since retired, but he went out in a grand style, with kinfolk on Ben’s bag).

Ben is botching shots left and right. For every one ball flushed off the sweet spot, the other nine are sour as crabapples.

Without warning, without being asked, as if channeling the great Harvey Penick himself, Carl spots something, something so simple, as obvious as the nose on your face.

Ball position.

Carl leans down and moves the ball back just a touch in Ben’s stance—not much, but just enough to make all the difference in the world. Then he whispers: “Now take a tighter turn in your shoulders.” Like flipping a switch, suddenly Ben can’t miss. Suddenly every shot is flush; every ball is hit right off the screws. He feels like a kid again—like he can’t miss no matter what. And so what if he does? He’ll get the next one.
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Though more recently a little long in the tooth and a little grey around the edges, two-time Masters Champion Ben Crenshaw’s swing hasn’t changed one bit—nor has his hold on the flat-blade, if I were to guess. (Photo by Keith Allison, courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)

And we all know he’s the best putter in the game. Ben’s bad days with the blade are better than most pros’ good ones.

Three days and a most improbable Green Jacket later, Ben is in the office of Augusta caddy master Freddie Bennett, known far and wide as one of the best caddy masters in the game (Freddie is in the Caddy Hall of Fame), if not the best. Ben hands Freddie his golf glove—the same glove he had on his hand coming up 18—shaking his head and smiling.

Freddie smiles back. “Congratulations, man.”

Freddie looks at me, winks, and smiles. I have had the catbird seat in his office the Sunday after Masters many a time, but this just might be the all time best.

“Thanks, Freddie. Can’t believe it.”

“Believe it,” says Freddie, handing me the golf glove as Gentle Ben pushes the screen door open and walks out into the spotlight.

If I’d known what was going to happen next, I’d have taken that golden glove with me.

• • • •

On that same Sunday, April 9th, just a few hours removed from the most improbable championship by the most unlikely of champions, I’m with my girlfriend Ali at Bush Field Airport to pick up my mom’s Fleetwood Brougham Cadillac—an old-school whale of a ride that can seat 8 people, fishing cooler full of beverages included. The wheels were on loan during the week to a house guest, some New York bond trader—a friend of a friend kind of guest. Apparently he has a private jet, because he’s parked the Cadillac in that restricted area. No car, but he has his own plane?

He didn’t mention anything to me about private jets, just that the keys to the Caddy would be on the left front tire.

I open the door and get out of Ali’s silver Honda Accord to go grab the keys. When I look up, standing in front of me is none other than Ben Crenshaw, the just-now 1995 Masters Champion, having a cigarette outside the entrance to the hangar for the private jets. Ben’s by himself, all by his lonesome, having a casual smoke, looking up into the stars between puffs. There’s not a soul in sight—it’s just him, Ali, and me.

Me and Ben, the Masters Champion, just hanging out at the local Augusta airport.

Normally, on the odd chance I see a celebrity up close and personal, I let them be. I’ve seen a few that way, standing close enough to each other we could read shirt labels. There was Billy Gibbons from ZZ TOP at the Memphis International Airport, beard rolled up like a rock ‘n’ roll Mennonite. Then Hall of Fame baller Dr. J (he’s taller than he looks on TV) on an East Side New York street corner—the light stopped us both; I looked up and he looked down. He winked at me and grinned. Also Julia Roberts walking past my one-bedroom apartment—wearing a brown woolen skull cap of all things, looking right at me and smiling, as if to say: Thanks for not asking for my autograph.

I’ve also run into Luciano Pavarotti, at the McDonald’s near the corner of 57th Street and 6th Ave, eating a Big Mac at 2 a.m. and scarfing down fries. I sat two tables away. I didn’t ask for his autograph either.

But this feels different. I feel the call to go over, not to my mom’s Cadillac but to Ben and shake his hand, and tell him, tell him, tell him what? Congrats on the win? Way to go, Gentle Ben. We were all pulling for you. What a magical moment in time!

I look back at Ali. She looks at me and nods. “You’ve got to do it,” she says. We haven’t spoken a word until now, but she knows exactly what I’m thinking.

I go over.

I go over to the Masters Champion, trying to appear like maybe I work here, coming in for the night shift, maybe running a little late because I’m walking faster than I want to. Ben looks up, smiles at me. It’s more than just acknowledgement; it’s a welcoming smile. As in: please, come over and say hello. And I do with hand extended, with courage I didn’t know I had in me.

“Hi, Mr. Crenshaw. I’m Tripp. Tripp Bowden. That was, that was magical what you did today. You had the whole world crying right there with you when you putted out on 18 and Carl reached over to keep you from falling—what an incredibly special moment.”

I don’t know where these words are coming from. God, maybe?

Ben smiles, his hand still in mine. There’s a big ol’ lump in my throat, like I could cry again, tears running down the cheeks, right here on the spot. I can tell there’s a lump in Ben’s, too.

“Nice to meet you, too, Tripp. I still can’t believe it. Just goes to show you anything can happen in this crazy game. Any game, for that matter.”

I smile and nod my goofy noggin. Ben pulls a pack of cigs from his pocket. The brand escapes me. Marlboro Lights, maybe? Or were they Reds?

Ben offers them out. “Care for a smoke, Tripp?”

I stare at the pack of cigs like I’ve just seen a live dinosaur. I’m dumbfounded. Me, having a smoke with the guy who just won the Masters three hours ago?

I feel out of body.

“Uh, sure. Thanks.”

I pull a cig from the pack and Ben hands me his lighter. I fire up, my hand shaking like a tractor wheel. Ben doesn’t seem to notice.

“We have something in common,” I say, again not knowing where the words are coming from. “The Palmetto.”

“Palmetto! Man, I love that place. So much history there—I could hang out there for days.”

“Me too,” I say. “Pretty crazy, but the pro there taught me the game. He can barely break 80, but man can he teach.”

“Tommy Moore!” says Ben. “A true ambassador of the game.” Ben takes a puff and smiles. And what a great grin it is. He looks like a little kid who has just been given a big ’ol bag of lollipops.

“The best,” I say, and as I go to take a puff of my own a man walks up with purpose and a quite quizzical look on his face, a face that is saying: Who in the HELL are you?

I recognize him from a picture in an old Golf Magazine issue, circa 1984. It’s Charlie, Ben’s older brother. I know nothing about him, but I do know he’s wondering who the hell I am and what am I doing smoking a cig with his brother, the Masters Champion.

Funny … I’m wondering the same thing myself.

Ben speaks first. “Charlie! Where you been, man?” Charlie starts to speak, but Ben interrupts as he takes a drag off his cigarette. “Meet my friend, Tripp.”

Friend? I’m your friend, too? How frikin’ cool is this? “Frikin’” ain’t the right word to describe this moment, but right now I can’t find a better one.

Charlie and I shake hands and exchange pleasantries, mine more so than his. My cig is about to go out and so am I. But not in flames. I’m about to do something I would never do, but the moment is calling and I have to answer.

This phone will never ring again.

“Mr. Crenshaw?”

“Please, Tripp. Call me Ben. I’m just Ben.”

I pull a tourist move, but with good intentions.

“Any chance I could trouble you for an autograph? Um, Ben?” I can’t believe the words are coming out of my mouth.

The Masters Champion says, “Sure thing.”

I tell him I’ll be right back and I am, with a pen and an official Augusta National scorecard, the kind that isn’t for sale. I hand both to Ben and he chuckles. “Where’d the heck’d you get this?” He holds out the scorecard like it’s the Hope Diamond.

“Oh, I caddy at Augusta, straight from college to looping. Freddie hooked me up, got me the job. It’s pretty cool out there—you meet a lot of interesting people.”

Ben taps the pen to the scorecard, starts signing. “Freddie Bennett, another great ambassador to the game. Ol’ Freddie is something else.”

I nod in 100% agreement.

“Would you mind making it out to my girlfriend, Ali? She’s in that car over there, the silver Honda.” Ben looks over and waves. Ali waves back, no doubt stunned as I am. I spell out her name: A-l-i.

Brother Charlie eyes his watch, then me, and says, “Ben, we gotta go.”

I’m thinking private jet. You can “go” whenever you want. But it’s a signal, and I get it. Ben, the 1995 Masters Champion, fresh from his acceptance speech, reaches out and shakes my still shaking hand.
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