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TO FANS OF THE HAWK

Every man's task is his life preserver.
—RALPH WALDO EMERSON
Happiness is a thing of gravity. It seeks for hearts of bronze, and carves itself there slowly; pleasure startles it away by tossing flowers to it. Joy's smile is much more close to tears than it is to laughter.
—VICTOR HUGO
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PROLOGUE
Voices of a
Summer Day
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Above: Ben Hogan, Winged Foot Golf Club, summer 1959 (Jules Alexander)
SOMEWHERE IN THE middle of the afternoon, Mike Wright glanced up from his pro shop counter and discovered Ben Hogan standing in front of him. Hogan was wearing one of his famous gray sweaters with the thinning elbows, clutching his flat linen golf cap and an old persimmon driver.
“Mr. Hogan,” he said with surprise. “It's great to see you again.”
“Thank you, Mike,” the old man replied quietly. “Good to see you too.”
It had been months since anyone had seen Hogan around Shady Oaks Country Club, perhaps even the better part of a year. Rumor had it that the club's most distinguished member had rapidly deteriorated since an emergency appendectomy and subsequent surgery for colon cancer. More discouraging to Wright, there were whispers that Hogan's mind had grown so frail, his memory so poor, that his wife, Valerie, no longer trusted him to leave the house even in the company of his full-time caretaker.
During this period of withdrawal, the great man's golf clubs had sat idly in their accustomed place at the back of the club storage room, looked after by Wright, awaiting their owner's return. Inside Hogan's double lockers stood ranks of powders and unguents, the boxed painkillers and salve heat rubs and elastic bandages that spoke of Hogan's long journey through life and golf, his rise from West Texas obscurity to worldwide fame. Extra flat linen caps—the Hogan signature—and his famous English-made golf shoes were there too, spit-polished to perfection, deeply creased by years of trudging fairways.
“Would you like me to set up your golf clubs on a cart and get some practice balls for you?” Wright proposed, remembering how it wasn't so long ago that you could set your watch by the Hawk's daily arrival from the Ben Hogan Company for lunch with his Shady Oaks friends. Over the years, only the faces gathered around him at the large circular table by the picture window changed slightly; the ritual itself never varied. Back then, when his friends returned to work, Hogan always set out for the “little course,” the club's par-3 course, or to a spot he favored between the 13th and 14th holes where he could spend hours hitting balls and testing golf equipment by himself. As a rule, Shady Oaks members knew better than to interrupt Hogan during these private interludes, for practicing—shaping shots, tinkering with grips and swings, watching balls do precisely what he wanted them to do in the wind—was Hogan's first and final love.
Hogan waved a hand.
“That won't be necessary, Mike.”
As Wright watched, Hogan limped slowly out the pro shop door, scooped three golf balls from a range bucket, then proceeded in the direction of the 10th tee.
“I couldn't imagine what he was up to,” Wright recalled a decade later to a visiting reporter. “I mean, it had been so long since anyone had seen him at all, even longer since anyone had seen him actually hit a golf ball. But you could see he had something really weighing on his mind. I couldn't take my eyes off him.”
As Wright watched, Hogan went to the back of the 10th tee and teed up one of the balls. He took a couple of preliminary warm-up swings with his driver, as if limbering up before a round.
Then, with little ado, he smacked a ball down the fairway.
The swing wasn't as fluid as it used to be, but it was unmistakable Ben Hogan: the flat takeaway plane angle, the powerful hinging of the wrists at the top and delay through the descent upon the ball, the late release of his powerful workingman's hands just prior to impact, followed by the fine elevated finish so familiar to millions in the elegant black-and-white photographs of the man at the summit of his power.
“Given that this was a man over eighty who'd been seriously ill and hadn't hit a golf ball in goodness knows how many months, effectively years with any kind of regularity,” mused the pro to the reporter, “I was, to say the least, deeply impressed. It was still a beautiful swing. It almost gave me chills to watch. It was the Hogan everyone remembers.”
Out of sheer curiosity, Wright picked up the binoculars he kept behind the pro shop counter and found Hogan's golf ball resting a couple of yards into the first cut of rough on the right side of the fairway, about 250 yards out.
The club's 10th hole doglegs slightly left into a dominant south wind, and the green sits somewhat up the slope and back to the left. Hogan had put the ball in nearly the ideal spot from which to attack the flag. “Under the circumstances, it was great. But I could tell from his body English that Mr. Hogan wasn't particularly happy with it.”
As Wright continued watching, the old man teed up a second ball and sent it away into the pale afternoon. Wright lifted his binoculars a second time and discovered this ball lying several yards ahead of the first one, positioned even better in the short grass. The young pro shook his head in amazement.
A moment later, Ben Hogan teed up a third ball and sent it into the summer sky.
“If you can believe it, the third ball landed a couple more yards into the fairway, just past the second ball. They were all out there together, each one slightly better than the one before it. It gave me goose bumps to see this—and even to talk about it now. You could have placed a small blanket over all three shots.”
With that, Hogan picked up his tee and walked slowly down the 10th fairway. “This was something he always insisted on doing—walking after his practice shots to pick them up, purely for the exercise. In telling my wife about this later, I remember saying that it was almost like he—I don't know—just wanted to somehow remind himself what it was like to hit a golf ball again.”
Recalling the moment, Wright's voice trails off and he stares down Shady Oaks' empty 10th fairway as if he can almost still see the finest shotmaker in the history of the game limping after his remarkable tee shots like just another elderly member out for a little fresh air and exercise on a hotly flaring Texas afternoon.
“Why three golf balls?” Wright wonders quietly. “I've asked myself that often, since then. Why not five or six or even just one? Mr. Hogan never did anything by accident, and there definitely seemed to be a point to three. I mean, wouldn't you have loved to climb inside his head and hear what he was thinking? Can you imagine the voices in there?”
Their brief encounter ended when Hogan returned to the pro shop a little while later, heading back to the bag room to put away his driver.
“It's nice to see you again, Mr. Hogan,” Mike repeated.
“You too, Mike,” Hogan replied, and waved good-bye.
As far as anyone knows, Ben Hogan never hit another golf shot.
 
FOR WELL OVER half a century, the golf world at large—generations of magazine writers and broadcasters, at least two ambitious Hogan biographers, millions of fans, and devoted students of the Hawk, as Hogan's friends and fellow Tour professionals Jimmy Demaret and Claude Harmon first called him, owing to the raptorlike way he descended on tournament fields and picked apart golf's toughest courses—have wished they could do nothing less than what Mike Wright wistfully imagined doing that slow summer day at Shady Oaks in the early 1990s: find a way to climb inside Ben Hogan's remarkable head and hear the voices speaking there.
Perhaps, if they could, so much would finally be revealed and understood about golf's most elusive star, the enigmatic little man who for all intents and purposes invented—and at the very least inspired and refined—modern professional golf as we know it today.
For the most part, like field archaeologists digging for traces of a lost advanced civilization, fans and students of golf's most venerated figure have been forced to gather clues to the man within wherever they can find them—amid the record books and flickering video newsreels of his major championship campaigns or in collections of yellowing newspaper clippings that convey the how but scarcely the why of his extraordinary life; in the parsed and careful utterances of his rare public interviews or from the qualified reminiscences of his Tour contemporaries who came to admire and respect and even fear Ben Hogan but rarely, it seems, fully understand or know him intimately.
Accordingly, they have studied and dissected his incomparable golf swing as with no player before or since, memorized the dates and scores and details of his extraordinary major triumphs, committed every characteristically blunt remark to memory, and pored over Hogan memorabilia and artifacts like a saint's holy relics. Ultimately, they have meditated upon the regal gray figure depicted in a thousand black-and-white snapshots of golf's most accomplished shotmaker in his prime (it's a revealing curiosity that Hogan was possibly the last great American athlete to look far more natural in black and white than full color) in what often amounts to a quixotic hope to draw closer to the intensely private little man who reshaped professional golf but kept the world that came to worship him at arm's length.
True to form, Hogan himself always argued that his playing record explained all that anybody needed—or had a right—to know about him.
So begin there.
Between 1940 and 1959, excluding nearly two years he was out of action serving in the U.S. Air Corps during World War II, Ben Hogan won sixty-eight golf tournaments and dominated professional golf as no one before ever had, a total that included four United States Opens, a pair of PGA Championships, two Masters Championships, and the only British Open Championship he ever played in. Only four times has a PGA Tour player achieved double-digit victories in one calendar year. Hogan did it twice—thirteen wins in 1946 and ten wins two years later.
Five times he was the coveted Vardon Trophy winner and the Tour's leading money winner, four times PGA Player of the Year. He played on three victorious Ryder Cup teams and captained two more. Out of 292 career tournaments he entered, he finished in the top ten an unprecedented 241 times. In nearly one-third of those tournaments he finished no worse than third, a winning percentage no modern player is likely to eclipse anytime soon.
Equally impressive over that same span of time, in the sixteen U.S. Opens in which he competed, Hogan never finished less than fifth place. At one point he won four of the six National Opens he entered and captured eight of eleven majors he played, and if an unknown Hogan disciple named Jack Fleck hadn't come out of the San Francisco sea mist to beat him in a play-off at Olympic Golf Club in 1955—an otherwordly upset that ranks with young Francis Ouimet's victory over Harry Vardon and Ted Ray at Brookline—Hogan would have collected an unprecedented fifth National Open championship. Even so, by his own firm reckoning and that of many who agree with him, Hogan's galloping win at the 1942 Hale America Open—the wartime event staged by the USGA in place of the suspended National Open—counted as a major win, the first of his Open titles.
In all, he won nine professional majors, placing him third on the all-time list, a career summary that would likely have been even more luminous if World War II, life-threatening injuries, or simple bad timing hadn't cost him the opportunities to compete in more than a dozen other major tournaments in his prime, a lost opportunity that included six U.S. Opens and at least four Masters. As many have noted, Hogan and his peers had the unfortunate timing to play in an era when the scheduling of the PGA Championship and British Open either directly overlapped or began days apart, a circumstance that made playing in both events impossible. Despite winning two PGA Championships, the grueling matchplay format was never Hogan's particular favorite. This and other factors, including his general dislike of the sponsoring organization, caused Hogan to skip at least eight PGA Championships during his peak playing years.
Without doubt, the Hawk's greatest moment of personal triumph came in 1950 at the U.S. Open at Merion Golf Club, in Ardmore, Pennsylvania. Just sixteen months after his collision with a Greyhound bus that destroyed the circulation in both legs and nearly killed him, Hogan defied dire medical predictions that he might never even walk again and limped through the languid Pennsylvania heat to capture his third National Open title—an epic moment capped for eternity by photographer Hy Peskin's famous snapshot of Hogan striking his immaculate one-iron to the 72nd hole.
For most mortals, Merion would have been enough. He'd come back from the dead to prove he was the greatest player since Bobby Jones, and Hollywood promptly announced plans to make a major motion picture of his inspirational return to glory.
On another level, perhaps only in America could a man who not so long ago was regarded as a cold, implacable scoring machine with little or no visible charisma become a sporting icon whose weekly exploits suddenly nudged rumors of wars and affairs of state below the fold of the nation's leading daily newspapers. Cheating death and climbing back on top made “Bantam” Ben Hogan the patron saint of ambitious underdogs everywhere, a headline writer's dream come true, a national icon who embodied so many traits of the ideal American—the dirty-face runt who never gave up on his dream, the reluctant champ who overcame every sort of adversity to become the people's hero. For millions of readers in a nation supposedly comprising hardworking loners and rugged individualists, Hogan's long rise from obscure West Texas childhood, conquest of an elite rich man's game, and comeback from the dead touched a mythical grace note of achievement—was, in short, nothing less than a primer in the virtues of hard work and absolute self-reliance, a shining American life.
But to the little man himself, limping on legs that would ultimately betray him, winning big golf tournaments remained all that really mattered, and the same accident that numbered his days, curiously enough, also rendered him a more dangerous raptor than ever.
The very next summer, at fierce Oakland Hills outside Detroit, Hogan successfully defended his title and demolished a golf course many felt was the strongest track the bluecoats of the USGA ever mounted in defense of a National Open Championship, commenting dryly afterward, “I'm glad I brought this course, this monster, to its knees,” a characteristically chilly postmortem that once upon a time might have been considered par for the course from the tough little Texan but was now affectionately regarded as part of the gathering “mystique” of modern golf's greatest player.
Maybe even more impressively, forty-eight months later, following a year in which his game seriously faltered and many longtime Hogan watchers speculated he would soon retire from view, Hogan not only stunned the golf world by capturing titles in five of the six tournaments he entered in 1953, including the Masters, the U.S. Open, and the British Open at Carnoustie, but shattered scoring records at three of the most difficult courses in the world.
This triumphant year—by his own admission the most satisfying of his life—gave the Hawk victories in all of golf's so-called major events (what some would soon begin to call the “Career Grand Slam”), and provided a fitting swan song to the end of his extraordinary run of majors. At least three more times he would contend for that elusive official fifth National Open he desperately wanted, and for several years running he sent electrical charges through the worshipful galleries at Augusta National whenever he got anywhere near a Masters lead.
After Fleck pulled off his extraordinary upset at Olympic in 1955, a visibly spent Ben Hogan announced his official retirement from the game and essentially withdrew from public view to focus on building the equipment company that would bear his distinctive signature till the end of his days and commit his reflections on the golf swing to paper in the form of the best-selling game instruction book of all time, Five Lessons: The Modern Fundamentals of Golf.
 
MASTERS FOUNDER and amateur deity Bob Jones once commented that a player can truly only be judged by the quality of the men he competed against. Underscoring these accomplishments, it's worth remembering that the Age of Hogan—as Sports Illustrated writer and Hogan's collaborator Herbert Warren Wind first labeled this remarkable period of sporting dominance—unfolded against the spectacular exploits of Hogan's friend and caddie-yard rival Byron Nelson and Virginia's sweet-swinging hillbilly phenomenon, Samuel Jackson Snead. Between the three of them—America's first great professional triumvirate—Hogan, Nelson, and Snead officially collected 208 tournament victories and 17 majors and, more lastingly, transformed American golf from a largely sleepy rich man's country club game into a national obsession and major spectator sport—quadrupling postwar purses and galleries in less than two decades on the job.
Of the three, though, it was dark and broody and ostensibly misanthropic William Ben Hogan—clearly the least naturally gifted, certainly the hardest-working, by far the most difficult to fathom—who ultimately exerted the most lasting impact on the game.
Before the Great American Triumvirate began winning golf tournaments at a breathtaking clip in the early '40s, professional golf was a moderately popular fringe sport played by nomadic club pros over the lengthy winter hiatus between their club's closing day and springtime opening event—its rough practitioners considered more like itinerant carnival performers than serious sportsmen. Amateur golf, symbolized by the graceful exploits of Atlanta's urbane and educated native son Bobby Jones, was by far considered the highest expression of the game.
By the time Hogan withdrew from the game, however (following his triumphant ticker-tape parade down Broadway during the summer of 1953, the first bestowed on any golfer since Jones), a new generation of Tour stars was beginning to emerge who based their style points and work habits unapologetically on Hogan's—the incomparable way he prepared and practiced for battle, the unprecedented way he concentrated during competition, even the way he dressed and conducted himself around the golf course. Hogan protégés popped up like secular apostles in the form of Jack Fleck, Gardner Dickinson, Tommy Bolt, and young Kenny Venturi.
As a result of his glittering accomplishments and the inspiring elements of his story, the pro game boomed, the amateur game dimmed, and many aspiring professionals never had to work a club job a day in their lives.
“There's no doubt in my mind that Ben Hogan played a key role in transforming professional golf into something different than it had been, a much bigger game with all kinds of new commercial possibilities,” says Arnold Palmer, the most notable of the young Turks who came along just as the Age of Hogan was closing and took the game to even more unimagined heights.
“Love or hate him, most of us were frankly in awe of the man for what he'd done—even before we realized the huge debt of gratitude we owed him.”
 
WHEN A PUBLISHER representing the heirs of Ben Hogan's estate approached me in late 2001 with the invitation to write an “authorized” biography of golf's greatest shotmaker, I was deeply intrigued but not a little wary of such a major undertaking.
To begin with, with the possible exceptions of Arnold Palmer and Jack Nicklaus, more has been written about the career of Ben Hogan than any other player of modern times, including a pair of thin early biographies that cast him in an almost laughable pulp-fiction light, two instruction books marginally “authored” by Hogan himself, a 1978 biography by Fort Worth newspaper man Gene Gregston, and Curt Sampson's best-selling 1996 biography Hogan, to date the most comprehensive examination of what surely is the most complex, remarkable, and self-determined life anyone ever fashioned for himself in any sport.
What more, I wondered from the outset, both as a pretty fair student of the man and his era as well as his potential biographer-in-waiting, could an “authorized” account of golf's most ultra-private legend possibly offer that hadn't already been amply conveyed and thoughtfully reflected upon by Sampson and company, including a pair of recent fine glossy tabletop tomes by Martin Davis featuring a host of Jules Alexander's unpublished photographs plus Valerie Hogan's warm reminiscences of her late husband through the redoubtable pen of Times columnist Dave Anderson?
The answer, as it turned out, proved a great deal more than I or anyone else could have expected. But it took nearly two years of diligent footwork to reach the fertile hidden terrain that lies between myth and man and an almost medieval roundelay of conversations with Hogan's remaining family and friends—each one growing more revealing and intimate than the previous one—for a far more complex, vulnerable, and revealing man to appear.
The problem with writing in depth about Hogan the golf star is the very mystique that envelops him like a mist from Mount Parnassus—a seemingly impenetrable curtain of silence that protected the man's oft-proclaimed right to privacy. Hogan the perfectionist simply couldn't abide any perceived mistake in the reporting of his carefully chosen remarks or his playing exploits, and his closest friends and family strictly honored his wish to be left alone by the world at large, even following his death. After her husband's death in the summer of 1997, for example, Valerie Hogan positively bristled at anything that conveyed Hogan in less than a heroic light.
From the biographer's point of view, the maddening dichotomy between the man and the mythology that Hogan and those around him carefully crafted to deflect deeper inquiry has always been the greatest impediment to finally understanding and appreciating how and why he managed to transform himself from a shy backwoods loner with a violent hook swing into the most dominant golfer of his time and one of the sporting world's most revered and influential figures, a little man who still fascinates and inspires millions by his indomitable spirit and refusal to give up. Ironically, perhaps the only other champion who rose from such humble beginnings and triumphed over such forbidding odds and terrible adversity to cast such a dominating spell over the national imagination was another undersized competitor named Seabiscuit, the tenacious little thoroughbred who began racing and capturing hearts the year after an unknown Bennie Hogan lit out for a second (unsuccessful) attempt to make it on the fledgling professional golf tour. In some ways the parallels between Hogan and Seabiscuit are downright eerie. After years of repeated failure, bad luck, and near-misses, Seabiscuit's trainer, Tom Smith—a reticent westerner who refused to ever explain himself to the press—sensed he might just have the greatest little racehorse on earth on his hands and trained the thoroughbred in secret workouts to become one of the most intimidating finishers in track history. Smith, it was said, derived pleasure from fooling turf scribes and track handicappers, allowing them to dismiss his horse as a “cripple” (owing to his unorthodox choppy gait and undistinguished past) and predict that the big-hearted little horse, despite his incredible work ethic, would probably never make it in big-time racing. “Seabiscuit and Greta Garbo can be coupled in the betting form from now on,” wrote a columnist for the Los Angeles Times. “Both want to be let alone.” Just over a decade later, another reporter from this same newspaper used almost identical words to describe Hogan's reticence to explain himself and his unfriendly passion for practicing in private, openly questioning whether “Bantam” Ben—who had failed in clutch situations before—had what it took to chase the “best field ever assembled” for the National Open that summer at long and tough Riviera Country Club. Driven by a flaming will, Hogan went out and attacked the course from the start, birdieing three of the first four holes of the competition, galloping home to win his first United States Open Championship, and setting two scoring records that would last a generation.
Finally drawn as I was into the project by the hint of never-before-seen personal correspondence and unrestricted access to his personal affairs (only some of which in fact turned out to be helpful; Hogan, for example, kept minutely detailed expense and travel diaries and derived great pleasure from dispatching formal letters and puckish notes to his friends but rarely if ever committed his deeper feelings to paper) and family members who were said to be willing and even eager to finally break their silence on the Garbo of Golf, the last thing I had any interest in becoming—the explicit danger of all “authorized” biographies—was a mouthpiece for a floodlit monument.
Somewhere between the black numbers of Ben Hogan's extraordinary playing record and the blinding white floodlights of his sustained mystique I hoped to discover a figure who was far more a man than a myth and to place in proper context the hundreds if not thousands of famous Hogan anecdotes and stories that almost everyone in golf knows some colorful shirttail version of.
Thanks to the good faith and unflinching honesty of Hogan's surviving family members, Valerie Hogan's magnificently detailed personal scrapbooks, and several of Hogan's closest surviving friends who believed a more full and open accounting of Hogan's remarkable journey was overdue and could only serve to deepen the world's respect for a little man they believe is genuinely heroic but largely misunderstood, I eventually did find that meeting ground between light and dark, between man and myth. In the process, it was a particular pleasure to encounter a Ben Hogan who was far more full-blooded than cold-blooded, a complex yet remarkably modest man whose lifelong struggle to overcome personal adversity, both hidden and seen, will likely surprise as many fans as it inspires. It certainly did me.
 
THE VISIBLE MILEPOSTS of that life, as his second biographer Sampson aptly put it, resonate for most Hogan worshipers like the Stations of the Cross—a childhood steeped in rural happiness followed by unspeakable family tragedy, his repeated failure to succeed as an aspiring pro, his breakthrough and eventual triumph on tour, the accident that nearly killed him at the peak of his craft, his “miraculous” comeback and the public's adoration, the creation of his golf equipment company, and the enduring public fascination with his so-called Secret.
Given all of this and the powerful reluctance of the man himself to offer anything more than a maddeningly vague framework for his genius, is it any wonder that tales of Hogan's life have grown into the Homeric tales of modern sport?
No teacher, the story goes, ever gave him a lesson, and everything he managed to learn about the golf swing—which apparently was twice as much as anybody ever had before him—he dug out of the dirt by practicing until his hands bled. When the skin of his palms blistered and cracked open, he soaked his hands in pickle brine to toughen them for the long haul. After almost nine years of unrelenting effort and disappointment, he cured his tendency to hook the ball under pressure and finally won his first golf tournament, transforming himself into a precision golfing machine and the most feared competitor of his day, almost as if he had discovered a formula for golfing perfection, a “secret” of some sort for playing the game better than anyone had before him.
He was almost thirty years old when this first win finally arrived in the drowsy pines at Pinehurst—late for a champion, slightly older than Bobby Jones when he won his mighty Grand Slam and decided to retire before winning golf tournaments became more important than playing in them.
Ben Hogan was no Bobby Jones, the eloquent, schooled scion of the American country club, the highest expression of ideal amateurism. When winning finally came to him, Hogan, self-made refugee from a brutal childhood, counted every win as one more step away from his emotionally destitute past. He played golf for hire, as the popular saying went of touring club pros beating the highways from one swayback tournament town to the next, and at age thirty, the moment of his breakthrough, unlike Jones, he was just getting started—a fact proven by the relentless way he continued to practice, hour after hour, day after day, year upon year. “The more I practice,” he tersely explained when reporters first commented on this visible obsession, “the luckier I get.” He later added with the economy of Poor Richard's Almanac, “Every day you miss practicing, it will take you one day longer to be good.”
“Before Ben Hogan started doing it,” says Tommy “Thunder” Bolt, the flamboyant Arkansan shotmaker and club-thrower extraordinaire Hogan came to regard as one of his closest friends on tour, “nobody in their right mind regularly went to Misery Hill. That was our nickname for the practice tee, see, because that was where guys went to try and figure out what the hell was wrong with their swings. Hogan, on the other hand, went there to figure out what was right about his golf swing. Take it from me, brother. That was revolutionary! And by practicing as much as Ben did, which I swear was twice as much as anybody I ever saw, he basically reduced the margin for human error to damn near nothing. There was no shot he hadn't already hit a thousand times already out on Misery Hill. Nothing was ever a surprise to Ben Hogan in a golf tournament. That's the first thing that set him apart.”
As Bolt and others point out, if Hogan didn't invent the pre-shot routine that's standard procedure with tournament players and most good amateurs, he certainly popularized the practice. Famously, he also disdained yardage books and unsolicited advice from caddies and claimed to have no clue about the distances of his individual clubs. He chose instead to memorize every relevant feature of a golf course before playing it in competition and to compute the distances in his mind, visualizing every possible shot and matching it to the proper club, making precise mental footnotes on every dangerous spot or advantageous angle to a putting surface. According to Gardner Dickinson, who held a degree in psychology and served for a while as his first assistant at a Palm Springs golf club on the eve of his greatest year in golf, Hogan, who dropped out of high school to chase after a life of tournament golf, possessed an IQ at least fifteen points higher than genius level.
During competition, Hogan's mental absorption was so complete that he seldom spoke to playing partners or even appeared to notice his own friends and family tagging along in the gallery. For years another unlikely Hogan sidekick, Houston's colorful and voluble Jimmy Demaret, dined off the same joke about his frequent four-ball partner's dour public face and reticence to speak. “Old Ben was talking up a storm on the golf course today.”
“Really? So what did he say?”
“You're away.”
Hogan's concentration was so intense, the story goes, that he once failed to notice playing partner Claude Harmon score an ace at Augusta National's infamous 12th hole. As they walked off the green together, Hogan turned to Harmon and remarked, “That's the first time I ever birdied that hole, Claude.” Harmon, shaking his head in disbelief, could only smile.
“Ben has the kind of will that makes the rest of us look like carefree schoolboys,” Demaret observed in his chatty memoir My Partner, Ben Hogan, describing their years bumping along the potholed roads of the early PGA Tour together. “He doesn't ignore people. He just doesn't see them. Hogan simply divorces himself from the rest of the world when playing in a tournament. He is completely and absolutely detached from everything but that golf game of his.”
Off the course, Hogan's reputation was scarcely better—and sometimes even more forbidding to encounter. He typically avoided small talk like the plague and disliked having to sit for interviews that lasted for more than a few minutes or probed beyond the visible facts. He preferred simple yes or no answers and, if displeased, offered replies that verged on icy curtness. What many saw as bluntness he viewed as simple honesty.
If Hogan liked you and saw some benefit in being warm and personable, to be sure, he could be as warm and courtly as a luxury hotel doorman; if he didn't see the point, however, he was as cold as the hotel dining room flatware—Hogan Lite and Hogan Heavy, as golf writer and Hogan authority Mike Towle once named the phenomenon. The man, his surviving intimates concur, had no visible tolerance for intrusive fans or lazy reporters who never left the comfort of the clubhouse and—worst of all—scribes who posed ridiculous questions or simply made up things they wished he'd said in the aftermath of competition, a fairly commonplace practice in the casual postwar years of sports journalism, when telling a good tale was at least as important as quoting the man with reasonable accuracy.
The Wee Ice Mon, as the admiring Scots of Carnoustie dubbed him after his extraordinary conquest of Britain's toughest links land, could halt a runaway tongue or freeze a questioner's stomach with a mere glance of his penetrating blue-gray eyes. When Hogan chose to elaborate, he did so with the exactitude of a nipped approach shot to the 72nd hole of a major. “Life's too short to go around explaining myself,” he once told an interviewer with an unmistakable note of irritation. “A lot of people don't understand modesty. Not everybody wants publicity, you know.”
“He would answer questions carefully, politely, and quietly,” The Guardian correspondent Pat Ward-Thomas wrote of him a decade after his last great triumph, at Carnoustie, “but always with a full stop at the end, as if wary of the ebb and flow of ordinary conversations.”
On the most visible level, Hogan's distinctly moderate tastes seemed to corroborate his claim of personal modesty—or, perhaps more calculatingly, as more cynical sorts suggested, were designed not to detract from the Archimedean beauty of his shotmaking. His chosen attire was simple, expensively made, immaculately maintained, and almost always muted in shade. “The first thing that struck me about Hogan when I saw him in person for the first time,” says Tom Weiskopf, “was his perfect clothes. I'd never seen shirts that fit so beautifully on a human being before. His shoes were immaculate, his belt always looked brand-new. Crazy as it sounds, I studied every detail of the man. The creases in his pants looked as if they'd just been pressed. I couldn't take my eyes off him. Nobody ever looked the way Hogan did.”
Flannel gray and muted blues were Ben's preferred battle hues—the colors of a Confederate officer's dress uniform or a bank president's suit—and no commercial logo ever graced a garment the Hawk wore in the public eye or in competition. Moreover, he routinely snipped labels from the shirts and traditional cardigan sweaters he favored, a peculiar habit, he once attempted to explain somewhat unsatisfactorily when word of the odd habit got out, that was aimed “at not giving offense to anybody”—presumably someone who couldn't afford the custom Oxxford-made clothing he wore almost from the moment he started winning golf tournaments.
A stickler for proper dress and proper public behavior, Hogan's trousers were made with old-fashioned button flies that prevented accidental openings, and his shoes were custom-made by a prominent London boot maker and came equipped with a mysterious extra thirteenth spike. For grinding opponents into the turf, it was sometimes rumored.
He consumed alcohol—early on, at least—sparingly, and never to public excess, detested long hair of any kind, always stood when a woman entered the room, and bristled at the use of profanity in the presence of women and children. “Old Ben could cuss like a sailor among the boys,” says one of his closest lunch chums. “But send a woman or a child into the room and he was as smooth as a Spanish diplomat.”
Finally, there were the man's golf clubs. Also the stuff of legend. Probably unplayable by anyone but Ben Hogan himself.
His persimmon-headed driver was forty-five inches long with the stiffest custom-flex available, its face turned slightly open at address, its oversized cord-textured grips cranked slightly counterclockwise to promote the delayed release he favored. His irons were believed to be the heaviest ever used in competition, forged and bent anywhere from three to six degrees flat depending on the club, scarred beyond belief from their owner's constant abuse of them, lead taped, guaranteed never to hook.
A close and longtime friend of Hogan's owns one of his cherished drivers and enjoys puckishly placing the hallowed instrument in his guest's hands at Cypress Point Golf Club's 12th hole—Hogan's favorite driving spot on the famous Monterey seaside course. “Try and hook a ball with this,” Texas oilman Gary Laughlin says with a wry little smile. He stands back and his guest settles the club, strengthens his grip, and makes a pure hook swing. The ball scoots out low and long, fading to the right rough at the end of its flight. “Don't feel so bad,” Laughlin says with a chuckle, taking back the treasured artifact, noting that he's invited maybe twenty-five great players to try to hit the club over the years. “Nobody can hit a hook with it. Davis Love put it in almost the exact spot you did.”
 
“I ALWAYS BELIEVED there were really two Ben Hogans,” Sam Snead reflected when I telephoned him in Florida shortly before his own death, to seek his thoughts on an authorized biography of his greatest rival in golf, the little man whose casket Valerie Hogan invited him to help carry one blazing hot morning in the summer of 1997. As a golf journalist, I'd been fortunate to get to know Sam pretty well over the years and hoped he would not only give me his usual blunt assessment of the proposed project but perhaps shed a little more earthy insight on the subject of his greatest competitor.
One of the surprising tidbits I'd picked up from conversations with Hogan's closest friends and several Tour veterans was that Hogan and Snead were intense and friendly competitors but never really more than that. Perhaps this shouldn't have been any great surprise. Both came out of the Darwinist realm of the club caddie yard and wore class chips on their shoulders their whole lives, but as chatting with Sam reminded me, all similarities basically ended there. One was a natural introvert, the other a born showman. One dressed rather flamboyantly, the other to avoid giving offense. One talked up a blue streak, the other used words like darts thrown at a board. Snead explained everything, Hogan revealed nothing.
Like Sarazen and Jones, though, Hogan privately found Snead's colorful japery deeply irritating at times, his disarmingly crude locker-room wit a walking offense to the dignity of the game. For his part, Snead could never get over the fact that, by his count, he won nearly three dozen more tournaments and beat Hogan more times than he lost in their head-to-head confrontations, but the “press boys” (as he called them) generally seemed to respect Ben a great deal more for winning four National Opens, the major title Snead always seemed to find a creative way to blow. “I'd give up half my wins for just one of them National Opens,” he told me in a serious moment during an earlier autumn afternoon out on his beloved Old White Course at the Greenbrier Resort in West Virginia. “And when Ben won once in 1950 and got Player of the Year over me, well, hell, I damn near wanted to throw up and hang it up.” Sam, the Tour's leading money and Vardon Trophy winner that particular season of 1950, won eight official tournaments, including Hogan's own backyard Colonial National Invitational. Ben's sole win that season came at the U.S. Open at Merion. But what a win it was.
And yet history had intimately joined the pair like few rivals in any other game, and their towering respect for each other's playing skills and individual marks on the game were unmistakable. Without the slightest hesitation, Snead once told me Hogan was the finest player golf ever produced, and Ben once famously remarked of Snead that if he'd only had Sam's swing and his own brain, why, the rest of the field would always be playing for second place.
“There was Hogan the golf champ and Ben the man. That's the way I always looked at it,” observed the Slammer with gracious enthusiasm the afternoon I phoned him to talk about the proposed Hogan project. “The two weren't much alike, in the opinion of some people who knew both of them . . . different as night and day. But I knew 'em both. The public side of Ben Hogan was tough and hard to get close to—like I once said to some reporters, Hogan was about the only thing I ever feared on a golf course. Golf tournaments were all business to him. Nothin' more, nothin' less. He couldn't relax for a minute and enjoy them, even when everything was going his way. He played golf like he had a grudge against the game.
“The Ben most people never saw, on the other hand, was a very decent man, a lot of fun to be around when he wasn't kicking your pants, with a hell of a good sense of humor. I believe the publicity that the rest of us kind of liked and needed—well, ole Ben hated that. For some reason he couldn't put his guard down and let folks see the fella he was away from the golf course. I honestly don't know why.”
Snead paused and thought for a moment, then added almost wistfully: “That's a damn shame, really. It would probably have been good for his fans, and Ben himself, to let the world get closer.”
Not long after Snead passed away, on a rainy winter afternoon out in Roanoke, Texas, while I was sitting in a wooden rocker beside a blazing fire with Byron Nelson, I posed this same question to the other surviving member of America's great professional triumvirate. Nelson smiled his lazy ranchman's smile.
“Ben and I were always friendly and fairly close when we started out together on tour, but I wouldn't have described us as close lifelong friends,” Nelson said by way of diplomatic prefacing. “And yet, due to our growing up together in Fort Worth, caddying at Glen Garden, and later competing against each other and so on, I think I have a pretty solid understanding of what made him tick. It was always my view that Ben was a good man who for some reason never wanted the world to see who he really was—perhaps never wanted people to know that about him.
“He was a lot friendlier and more complex than folks realized, not the Hogan you read about in books so much. But there was something inside him—a fear of being thought of as weak or vulnerable maybe—that made him appear so tough and unforgiving. I always thought it had something to do with that childhood of his, losing his father the way he did. . . .”
Lord Byron adjusted his lap blanket and stared for a moment at the scrolling flames of the fire his wife, Peggy, had kicked up a bit. Then the last member of the great triumvirate glanced over at me and smiled gently again, looking like a Roman emperor in winter.
“Ben was a great mystery to a lot of people, maybe even to himself. For some reason, I don't know why, he wanted it that way. He wouldn't let people in. That much, the tough side of Hogan, is pretty well known. It would be very good, I think, for people who admired him to finally have a better picture of him.”
 
THROUGH THE VOICES of those who knew him best, the Ben Hogan you'll encounter in these pages may both startle and pleasantly surprise you. He is tough, brutally guarded, and absolutely unrelenting in the exercise of his will to succeed at the hardest game anybody ever played.
But he's also funny, unbendingly honest, deeply sentimental, remarkably engaging and generous, a tough guy with a tender spot for children and dogs and strangers in need, an old-fashioned American who was fanatically loyal to the people he employed and chose to reveal himself to—including, and maybe especially, his wife, Valerie.
For all his fame and the enduring mystique of his sporting achievements, this Ben Hogan was a genuinely modest man who constantly expressed surprise that the world at large even remembered his name in the decades after he left the game, a man who never permitted himself the luxury—or trap—of believing he was anything truly special, possibly because, deep down, he never felt worthy of such popular adoration. “I don't want to go up there and be eulogized,” Hogan remarked with honest bewilderment to friends after declining Jack Nicklaus's invitation to be honored at one of the first Memorial Tournaments at Muirfield Village in Ohio. “Why, I'm not even dead yet.”
The simple key to understanding William Ben Hogan, I discovered in the course of my lengthy and intimate explorations of his life, and the pivot point that explains everything about the man, from his incomparable practice routines to his Mandarin powers of concentration, his relentless search for technical perfection to his fanatical need for absolute privacy, his careful selection of mentors and friends and even a worshipful spouse, his meticulous manner of dress and unbending standards of public behavior, his obsessive need for rituals, scrupulous business acumen, and powerful but largely hidden tenderness and spirituality—all evolved from the same terrible family tragedy that shaped every aspect of his life after age nine.
In a nutshell, Hogan's real secret had little to do with any technical refinements he'd worked out during his arduous climb to golf's summit, and entirely to do with a boy's endless search for the vanished happiness of his rural childhood. Until the moment a confused and dispirited Chester Hogan placed a .38 to his heart and pulled the trigger one darkening winter afternoon in 1922, possibly with his youngest and most impressionable child looking on, Ben's life as a blacksmith's boy was largely something of a rural American idyll. After that instant of unimaginable horror, his life became a Dickensian ordeal of survival, a personal quest to somehow get back the perceived paradise he had suddenly and savagely lost. The engine of this holy quest, riven with secrecy and shame, was a pathological yearning that quickly honed his survival instincts but left him feeling somehow complicit in his father's death and dogged to the end of his days by a fear of never quite measuring up.
Over the course of a lifetime, the Ben Hogan you'll meet here, for example, only spoke a few times about his beloved father's death and in doing so always carefully avoided mentioning the way Chester died or the possible causes, choosing instead to fondly dwell upon how he loved sharing the saddle of a horse with his late father. The family secret held such painful dominion over him, in fact, that Valerie Hogan never learned anything about the circumstances of Chester's death until she and Ben had been married more than a decade—and only then because she overheard his mother and sister discussing the suicide at a family holiday gathering during the late 1940s.
It was only during a moment of bittersweet unburdening near the end of his life to his constant companion and daily caretaker, a delightful woman named Elizabeth Hudson, that the Garbo of Golf, the little man in search of his vanished boyhood, finally spoke openly of his father's death and how it changed his life. In doing so, he perhaps finally exorcised the demons of self-doubt that had doggedly pursued him for more than seventy-five years.
Poignantly, fittingly, Hogan's greatest triumph over the fear of failure he allowed to powerfully motivate but never fully consume him came in a room about the size of a PGA tournament scorer's tent, in the company of a woman who cared far more about the progress of his soul than the purity of his sporting legacy.
This Ben Hogan, you will learn, as I did, loved to play practical jokes on his friends and dispatch short, wryly typed notes on company stationery to acquaintances playfully signed “Henny Bogan”—his sentimental alter ego for the boy whose childhood didn't abruptly end when the bullet passed through his father's heart, the man Ben Hogan most dearly wished he could have been.
Not surprisingly to any modern psychologist worth his shingle, the man he selected to make his surrogate father and primary mentor was one of Fort Worth's most beloved figures, a kindly department store magnate and Colonial Country Club builder, Marvin Leonard. And this secret yearning also explains why his best friends on Tour were the most colorful, accomplished, and friendly characters in the game—the tumultuous Bolt and jesterly Jimmy Demaret, the gritty and loyal Jackie Burke Jr. Before they came along, he styled himself after the elegant-swinging Macdonald Smith and tough but regal Gene Sarazen, with invaluable assistance from suave Henry Picard. As his reign ended, Hogan developed close friendships with promising younger players in whom he saw vivid glimpses of himself, guys like Mike Souchak and Ken Venturi and Gardner Dickinson.
This Hogan loved going out to romantic movies, listening to his close friend Bing Crosby's records for hours, and hoofing to big band standards with his wife or the wives of his closest friends at the country club dance. Once, at a crowded debutante ball in Dallas, he suddenly hoisted himself up on a buffet table and performed an impromptu version of the Twist, to the delight of a teenage crowd and their chaperoning parents.
When he was pleased or delighted by something, this Ben Hogan often clapped his hands together with a gleeful, childlike innocence and, symbolic of his lost childhood, conferred particular fondness on young children and animals, especially little girls and stray dogs. He lavished attention on his two nieces—the closest thing he had to daughters—and once instructed his lawyer to make provision in his will for taking care of a pair of stray dogs that hung around Shady Oaks.
He got down on his knees and wept when those dogs died.
This Ben Hogan liked scrambled eggs for lunch and homemade peach ice cream after dinner. Ditto a well-made vodka martini. He took great pleasure in grilling his own steak (medium rare), driving his beloved black Cadillac everywhere he went, and watching the evening news while he chain-smoked Chesterfields or Camel cigarettes.
He started out a Roosevelt Democrat. He ended up an Eisenhower Republican.
His favorite color was not gray. It may really have been red.
He was far more religious than anybody but a handful of people realized. On his way to practice at Colonial or Shady Oaks, he often slipped unobtrusively into a rear pew of University Christian Church just after the service commenced, then slipped out again before the service ended. Tellingly, he left a million dollars—about one-thirtieth of his estate—to the church in his will.
The Army Air Corps taught him to fly an airplane, but Henny Bogan battled a lifelong dread of heights, flying in commercial aircraft, cameras clicking in his face, and large crowds of strangers of any sort—further telltale signs of a life psychologically rooted in the forfeited happiness of his childhood.
For these reasons alone, he preferred to stay home and seldom went on vacation. He once dropped out of a prominent Fort Worth social club, not because he was antisocial, but because the club moved to the top floor of one of the city's tallest buildings.
Financially, he selectively invested in oil wells, never in volatile stock equities, and invested conservatively for the long haul in only gold-backed municipal bonds. Like many children of hard times and the Great Depression, even after he became wealthy beyond his wildest hopes, Hogan was quietly besieged by an unreasonable fear of losing everything and having to start over, dogged by the constant specter of failure. And yet, equally revealing of a man who'd learned the hard way that character really does help determine one's fate, he refused to permit his name to be sold for endorsing products he didn't actually use or believe in. Once turning down a lucrative offer to put his name on a national chain of golf instruction schools, his reasoning was simple: “There's no way I could physically give every lesson and I wouldn't want to do it—it wouldn't be worth it to the customer—if I couldn't give the lessons.”
Even at the height of his fame, unlike almost every other marquee player who followed him, Hogan refused to have a business manager or sports agent running his affairs or representing his interests. His personal secretary made all of his travel arrangements, and Hogan himself negotiated his own best terms with the doggedness of a Baghdad rug dealer. “He was a tough but honest negotiator,” remembers a Texas oil broker who did a lot of business with him in the late 1980s. “He studied drilling histories and geology reports and had everything down to the smallest detail. You really had to be on your toes with Ben.”
Contrary to the popular image of Hogan as the Garbo of Golf, this Ben Hogan greatly enjoyed signing autographs for fans who were respectful enough to place their requests in writing, and he set apart a portion of each day in his office to fulfill dozens of such requests. He made his signature one of the most recognizable and distinctive in sports, more aware than anyone of what its street value had cost him.
Henny Bogan's loyalty to Ben Hogan Company employees was legendary, and his passion for designing and testing clubs was nearly all-consuming. “He could see things in a golf club nobody else could see,” says Ronnie McGraw, a Hogan Company club designer who learned his craft directly at the master's elbow. “No one ever understood how a golf club works any better.” For a man of supposedly few words, he relished giving inspirational talks at amateur golf banquets and the address to the troops at his annual Company sales conference dinners, impromptu speeches that were remembered by many as leaving few if any dry eyes in the house.
The first house Ben and Valerie purchased on Valley Ridge Road in Fort Worth's Westover Hills, only months before his near-lethal car accident, was a classic suburban colonial straight from Ozzie and Harriet, a model of good American middle-class tastes, and the second home he built a decade later on Canterbury Drive—designed by a man he met while serving in the Air Corps—was a pretty brick affair, roomy but by no means extravagant by the standards of today's PGA Tour homes.
As his regular Shady Oaks lunch cronies learned, this Ben Hogan was a soft touch for people down on their luck, particularly those he read about in the Fort Worth Star-Telegram who faced some unexpected hardship or personal adversity. On a dozen different occasions, Hogan passed the hat among his pals at the famous round table overlooking the club's 18th hole, raising thousands of dollars for people he never met. Without anyone knowing about it, he also picked up the medical bills for several Shady Oaks employees and once bought a tailored suit of clothes for his favorite waiter. The man later insisted on being buried in his “Hogan” suit.
Like many journeyman golf pros of his generation, he detested giving formal golf lessons—a holdover from his days as a young club pro hungering to practice on his own—but savored the opportunity to analyze a promising player's golf swing in detail or fix a child's or member's clumsy swing if he happened to spot them, all the better if the player in question happened to be young, female, and attractive. During the last two decades of his life, he rarely played a full round of golf. But his love of practicing shots remained undiminished by advancing age and the cruelty of whatever claimed his short-term memory.
 
FOLLOWING HIS surprise appearance at Houston in 1970, Hogan granted Golf Digest editor Nick Seitz a rare interview at his home on Canterbury Drive—the house Hogan built, so the story went, with only one bedroom so the misanthropic owner wouldn't have to put up with overnight guests.
The truth was more complicated than anyone but family members, a small handful of Hogan friends, and the ever-changing domestic staff could fathom, a circumstance that, combined with his own childhood fear of exposure and failure, explained so much about Hogan's obsessive need for privacy.
The problem concerned Valerie Hogan, the worshipful little woman who abandoned her own ambition to be a Fort Worth society columnist and shunned the spotlight to devote every moment of her life to helping Ben Hogan achieve his dreams. Like Pat Nixon, wife of another celebrated loner who reached the top of his profession by outworking every competitor on the turf, Valerie Fox Hogan was the picture of the perfect postwar wife: disarmingly shy, gorgeously dressed, a gracious wife and hostess who stood loyally by her famous husband's side but rarely expressed more than a few upbeat and supportive words in public.
As age and infirmity descended upon her, though, the diminutive woman Hogan once described as “my best friend in life, perhaps my only true friend in life,” became increasingly convinced the world was out to claim the man she helped transform into a sporting deity, and her natural wariness of people in general grew into rank paranoia that manifested in an obsessive need to control every aspect of her husband's legacy and remaining life—where he went and what he did, who he saw, even what he ate.
At least three times during their long and successful married life, Hogan quietly moved out of the couple's home to a Fort Worth motor inn for various intervals of time, to cool off and think. At least once, Hogan seriously contemplated the possibility of divorce, only to change his mind and come home again to the only person who had believed in him from the beginning. “Of all of the human virtues Ben admired,” muses one longtime Hogan friend who was privy to these private struggles, “loyalty was the one thing he respected most. If you showed him true loyalty, he never let you down. For better or worse, as Ben knew, nobody was more loyal to him than Valerie.”
Nevertheless, as Hogan's health declined and his mental frailness increased, owing to the onset of an officially undiagnosed ailment that could have been either dementia or Alzheimer's, Valerie Hogan's intense loyalty grew into an obsession that prompted her to dismiss a stream of housekeepers and medical staff who might have made the Hawk's declining years much more comfortable and far less lonely at the end.
In a sad if well-intentioned desire to try to protect the man she worshiped from damaging his own meticulously crafted legacy, she adopted the role of a fierce gatekeeper and finally isolated her husband from the people and things he loved and needed most—his two grown nieces and their families, his beloved practice sessions and fellowship with his Shady Oaks lunch pals, finally even his beloved Cadillac and cigarettes.
“Whatever else is true about Uncle Ben and Aunt Valerie,” says Charissa Christopher, Hogan's great-niece, who remained unusually close with both Hogans right up till their respective deaths in 1997 and 1999, “I think they were, originally at least, ideally suited for each other. He gave her the strength she needed to face people, and she gave him the unqualified belief in him that helped Uncle Ben become the Ben Hogan people now read about.
“For better or worse, life had taught them both to be caretakers, to fight for everything and keep their emotional distance but protect everything around them no matter what, including and maybe especially the people they loved. The irony is, people thought he was cold and aloof, but he really wasn't. He was shy and very sweet. As he got older, this sweeter side of him came out. Unfortunately, Aunt Valerie went exactly the opposite way. I don't know why Aunt Valerie did what she did, but I don't think it was meant to harm or smother him. I believe her intentions were honorable but she didn't know any other way.”
 
WHICH, ODDLY ENOUGH, brings us back to the lengthening shadows of that summer afternoon at Shady Oaks, Ben Hogan's final golf shots, and Mike Wright's haunting question: Why three golf balls?
Perhaps they were symbolic of the three major attempts it took for Ben Hogan to catch on and make a good life for himself in professional golf, or maybe they were symbols of another summer's glories forty years before—the three unforgettable championships of his greatest year and last hurrah, a sentimental old champion's poignant salute to his incomparable performances at Augusta, Oakmont, and Carnoustie—three balls, three shots, each one more perfect than the one preceding it. A final bit of perfect symmetry by the Archimedes of golf.
Hogan worshiper Tom Weiskopf once observed that his hero liked to play three balls in practice—one for each side of the fairway and a third straight down the middle—so that no approach to the green would be unknown to him in competition. Does this explain those three valedictory swings?
Or perhaps Mike Wright simply had it right from the beginning. For one final moment in time, as he slipped from sunlight to shade, Ben just wanted to remember what it felt like to be Hogan again, the greatest shotmaker who ever lived.
“We lost the Unicorn,” the late Dave Marr summed it up nicely to Golf World's Bill Fields when word got out that Hogan had passed away in July 1997.
“Did he really exist? . . . People wanted to see him, but Ben never understood that. He was a fabled animal, a fabled man. He was the one by whom all great ball-strikers will be judged.”
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