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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I was tempted in this book to focus exclusively on the four days and seventy-two holes of the 1986 Masters golf tournament. The event was a milestone in Masters history because it reflected more than ever before how truly international professional golf had become. It also reflected much of the history of golf in the United States, with participants ranging from promising twentysomething amateurs to retired legends such as Gene Sarazen and Sam Snead. And it was quite simply one of the most dramatic major championships ever held, a Masters that will never be forgotten.

But I chose to expand the scope of the book, for two reasons. The first is that the story of the Masters is intertwined with the story of golf’s greatest player, Jack Nicklaus. Of the many events he won around the world from the 1950s into the 1990s, he is associated most with the one held every April at the Augusta National Golf Club. One for the Ages is intended to acquaint readers with much of the action and many of the personalities that led to that pivotal 1986 event when golf’s finest player had his finest hour.

The second reason is that the action didn’t really heat up until the third day, Saturday. Over the first couple days, even seasoned sports reporters chose not to cover each hole in detail; in an age before the Internet, writers worked up emerging themes and angles for feature stories rather than tweeting or blogging about every unremarkable shot as the media do today. Also, today we are accustomed to almost wall-to-wall television coverage by CBS. In 1986, however, such coverage was limited Thursday through Saturday, and even on Sunday it didn’t begin until the final group had already played several holes. As a result, this book’s treatment of the first thirty-six holes of the 1986 Masters is not as detailed as would be the case if this year’s Masters were to be written about twenty-five years from now.

It is my hope that when you finish this book you will feel some of the thrill that the patrons of Augusta felt in April 1986 and will have a good understanding of and appreciation for a very special sporting event that has captivated generations of players as well as fans.
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If Jack Nicklaus didn’t feel the weight of age on his shoulders when he woke up that morning, he might have during the official starter ceremony to begin the 1986 Masters, the fiftieth in the tournament’s history. The starters were two older legends, Gene Sarazen and Sam Snead, who represented the first two great generations of American players. Well over a decade ago, Nicklaus had surpassed both of them in majors championships won—in fact, he had collected more majors than Sarazen and Snead combined.

The tradition of honorary starters opening the Masters began with Jock Hutchison and Fred McLeod, who won the first two PGA Seniors Championships in 1937 and 1938, respectively. Fittingly, these two gentlemen hit the first ceremonial tee shots at the Masters in 1963, when Nicklaus won his first green jacket. Hutchison continued the honors through 1973, and McLeod’s final appearance was in 1976. After a gap of a few years, Byron Nelson and Sarazen revived the tradition in 1981. For just one year, in 1983, Ken Venturi was a ceremonial starter—an odd pick, given that he had not won a Masters and was only fifty-one at the time. The following year Snead signed on as the third ceremonial starter with Nelson and Sarazen. For the 1986 Masters, the seventy-four-year-old Nelson was unable to participate, leaving the now-traditional task to Sarazen and Snead. The man known as the Squire was wearing, as he always did on the golf course, knickers (this time cream-colored ones), and the dapper Snead, who during his career had been dubbed the Slammer, was wearing a red sweater and his signature straw hat.

Sarazen had been born in 1902. That was the same year as Bobby Jones, whose influence was still deeply felt at Augusta National even fifteen years after his death. Sarazen and Jones and Walter Hagen—almost ten years older, but he kept winning into his forties—had been the players to beat in their various tournaments, beginning when Sir Walter won his first U.S. Open in 1914. They had dueled each other in U.S. Opens and British Opens and in tense exhibition matches over the years, with Sarazen the last one of the three to capture one of the Opens, the British in 1932. With the fast pace of U.S. sports, this was ancient history by the mid-1980s. Yet here was the Squire, a pugnacious five foot five, about to strike his ball on the first tee fifty-one years after his first Masters.

Snead, along with Nelson and Ben Hogan—all born in 1912—had been the next generation of players to beat beginning in the late 1930s. It was hard, however, to view Snead as ancient history, even though he was a month shy of turning seventy-four years old. First of all, the Slammer looked great, and he still had the sweetest swing in golf. The face under the familiar hat was lined and weathered, but the eyes twinkled, and his language still had more salt in it than a bag of Georgia peanuts. Snead had played in the Masters until only three years previous and had long been a force at Augusta National. In 1963 it was Snead himself, then fifty-one, whom the twenty-three-year-old Nicklaus had had to battle down the stretch to win his first Masters. Snead was no lingering figure from the distant past. Instead, he was anticipating a perfect first-hole drive into the cool southwesterly breeze to warm the crowd at Augusta National.

If anything, it was not Snead but Jack Nicklaus whom many of the other players, reporters, broadcasters, and even a few Augusta National members considered to be a figure from an earlier time—maybe not the distant past but almost certainly the past. Even he had said, “After 1980, I was no longer the man to beat” on the Professional Golfers’ Association (PGA) Tour, and that turned out to include the majors. He had not won an official tournament of any kind in two years, and twenty majors had come and gone without him claiming victory.

To Nicklaus, the number of worldwide wins was a good yardstick of career achievement, and he had ninety-eight, with seventy-three of them on the PGA Tour. But it was victories in majors that defined greatness; Jack had nineteen—two U.S. Amateur Championships, five Masters titles, five PGA Championships, four U.S. Opens, and three British Opens. Jack had turned forty-six in January 1986 and had been competing professionally for twenty-four years. Along with Arnold Palmer and Gary Player, he was a member of the third great triumvirate. That group’s origins lay almost three decades in the past.

His last victory in a major had been in 1980. It was a thrilling one, the PGA Championship at Oak Hill in Rochester, the city that had produced Walter Hagen, who remained second on the list of number of professional majors won with eleven, despite almost half a century passing since his retirement. The PGA triumph had come only two months after Nicklaus won his eighteenth major, the U.S. Open at Baltusrol in New Jersey, when his 63 in the first round had tied the Open record set by Johnny Miller in 1973.

But the intervening years had seen one frustration after another in the majors, and every year began with another birthday. The year before, in 1985, it had seemed like little was left in the tank. His sixth-place finish at Augusta offered a glimmer of hope, especially his final-round 69. But at Oakland Hills in Michigan, where the ghost of Hagen truly lingered—he had been the club’s first head pro—Nicklaus opened with a 76-73 and missed the U.S. Open cut. No happiness was to be found at Royal St. George’s in England: he missed another British Open cut with rounds of 77 and 75. A tie for thirty-second in the PGA Championship at Cherry Hills in Colorado hardly revived his career. How ironic that it was at Cherry Hills that Nicklaus had first attracted widespread attention a quarter century ago, when as an amateur he had battled Ben Hogan and the eventual winner, Arnold Palmer, for the 1960 U.S. Open.

As the starter ceremony got under way, Sarazen was introduced; clearly, he enjoyed the applause. Ringing the tee box were reporters and photographers, wide-eyed spectators, several players, and members of the Tournament Committee (all in green jackets), including its chairman, Hord Hardin. The seventy-four-year-old, who revered the Masters traditions, had in 1980 become only the third chairman in the event’s history.

The Squire blew on his hands, addressed the ball with his driver, and swung. The ball flew off to the left. There was a brief, awkward pause, and then Sarazen was allowed a mulligan. His next drive brought smiles to every face—the ball split the fairway. Even more generous applause followed.

Though not a vain man, Nicklaus had to wonder if he would ever again hear applause like what he had received while walking up the eighteenth fairway at Baltusrol in 1980. His previous U.S. Open title had been eight years earlier, at Pebble Beach, and because he was forty in 1980, not many people had given him a chance. But he had bookended that first-round 63 with a final-round 68 to win his fourth Open by two strokes over Isao Aoki, the best of a crop of good golfers Japan was exporting. Nicklaus locked up the tournament by sinking a birdie putt of twenty-two feet on 17. His 272 total had dashed the Open scoring record. “Jack is back! Jack is back!” the crowd had chanted, and it was posted on the scoreboard, too. He told them, “You’ll never know how sweet it is.” The PGA Championship had been icing on the cake—and his swan song, many now believed.

And then, as far as majors were concerned, Jack was indeed history. In his preview of the 1986 Masters in that past Sunday’s sports section of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, Tom McCollister had flatly declared, “Nicklaus is gone, done. He just doesn’t have the game anymore. It’s rusted from lack of use.” He further emphasized, “He’s 46, and nobody that old wins the Masters.” When Jack and Barbara Nicklaus arrived at the house they rented for the week near Augusta National, the couple found that a friend of theirs, Tom Montgomery, had taped McCollister’s article to the refrigerator door to tease Jack, or perhaps light a fire under him. Jack left it there.

McCollister was right about advanced age and the Masters. When Gary Player won his third green jacket in 1978, he was forty-two, and that was considered pretty grizzled. (The oldest man to win any major was Julius Boros, who won the PGA Championship at forty-eight in 1968. No one near that age had come close in a major since, and an asterisk on Boros’s achievement is that the PGA event did not have the same stature as the three other major championships.) Here, in 1986, Jack was already four years older than the fitness fanatic Player had been, and some golf writers had tactfully pointed out that he was “paunchier” than before.

Arnold Palmer, who had played in his first Masters in 1955, had spoken jokingly about Nicklaus to a reporter at Augusta National. He recalled how Jack had once vowed to him that he would no longer be out there competing on golf courses and certainly not in the Masters at forty, and sure as heck not at forty-five. Arnold told the reporter he had responded, “Well, Jack, I hope you still come to Augusta so you can watch me play.” When asked if at fifty-six he still could win a major, Arnold, always confident and still swaggering, replied, “Sure. You just need everything to go right just that one weekend.”

Now it was Snead’s turn to tee off. He too blew on his hands, then made the familiar sweet swing. When he was in his prime, the Slammer’s swing had been admired and envied by every golfer. He didn’t disappoint this morning; his ball bounced down the fairway past Sarazen’s.

Eighty-eight players—ten of them amateurs—were waiting, and now the fiftieth Masters Tournament could begin. It had come a long way in a half century from truly humble beginnings, and some must have wondered if anything in its present or future could compete with the many thrills for which the Masters was already known.
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Few sports champions were as revered as Robert Tyre “Bobby” Jones Jr., born in Atlanta on March 17, 1902. Jones suffered from various ailments as a young boy, for which learning and playing golf were prescribed. He was coached by Stewart Maiden, a Scottish club professional, at the East Lake Golf Club in Atlanta. He was also schooled by his father, Colonel Robert P. Jones, who was himself a very good player.

Robert Jr. won his first children’s tournament at age six. He began to receive national attention at fourteen when he lasted into the third round of the U.S. Amateur Championship. At that same age he won the Georgia Amateur Championship, and the next year, 1917, he won the Southern Amateur for the first time (he would win the event again in 1920 and 1922). After touring the United States with Alexa Stirling and others to do exhibition matches as Red Cross and other war-relief fundraisers during World War I, Jones took a step onto the international stage by being on the American team that defeated Canada in matches in 1919 and 1920. He tied for second in the 1919 Canadian Open. He was eighteen when he qualified for the U.S. Open in 1920, and for the first two rounds he was paired with Harry Vardon, from the island of Jersey, who had six British Open victories and had won the U.S. Open in 1900. Jones was also on the U.S. team at the inaugural Walker Cup Match in 1922; the Americans defeated the British squad at National Golf Links in Southampton, New York. (To this day, that first Walker Cup Match remains the only major international event ever played at what is still judged annually as one of the best courses in the United States.)

Certainly, winning helped to elevate Jones to heroic status. At age twenty-one, at the Inwood Country Club in Inwood, New York, he won his first U.S. Open. He won his second Open in 1926 at the Scioto Country Club in Columbus, Ohio—witnessed by thirteen-year-old Charles Nicklaus, Jack’s father. He won a third Open in a playoff in 1929, and as part of what came to be known as the Grand Slam, he captured his fourth Open in 1930. It would be twenty-three years before another player won four Opens: Ben Hogan.

Jones also won three British Opens and was especially admired at the “home of golf,” St. Andrews, where he won his second Claret Jug in 1927. As an amateur he was not eligible for the PGA Championship, but he won five U.S. Amateur Championships and a British Amateur, considered majors at the time. He won thirteen of the twenty major tournaments he entered, a career winning percentage that has never been duplicated. Even more remarkable, of the last twelve Open championships he played—nine U.S. Opens and three British Opens—he finished first or second in eleven of them. And, of course, he was four-for-four in 1930, earning the so-called Grand Slam. Twice he was given ticker-tape parades in New York City.

Yet more than championships awed the public. Jones steadfastly clung to his amateur status throughout the 1920s, and that was seen as virtuous. During the same decade, Walter Hagen earned four British Opens and five PGA Championships to go with U.S. Open victories in 1914 and 1919; the flamboyant “Haig” was popular among most golf fans, but as a professional who played for money, he wasn’t given the reverence Jones was. Jones’s stature was also enhanced by his reputation for honesty and loyalty to his wife and family—especially when he was compared with the hard-partying, skirt-chasing Hagen. Being a handsome man who looked quite the boyish gentleman in news photographs was an advantage too.

After the Grand Slam, at only twenty-eight, exhausted by the strain and attention of his achievement, Jones retired to Atlanta to attend to his family and his law practice. The departure was enormously disappointing to sports fans. When it was announced three years later that he would play competitively again in a tournament at a golf course he and a partner were building in Augusta, Georgia, that was cause for rejoicing.

The partner was Clifford Roberts. He had been born in 1894 on a farm in Iowa, and his full name was actually the much stuffier Charles DeClifford Roberts Jr. His parents had five children, which was an achievement considering that his father was almost always on the road chasing numerous projects that would make the family rich. He never found the right one.

Unlike Bobby Jones, who would always call Georgia home, Roberts had an itinerant childhood, with the Roberts family moving around to follow the father’s next financial expedition. When Clifford was nineteen and the family was living in Texas, his mother committed suicide with a shotgun. After his father remarried a much younger woman, Clifford decided it was time to hit the road himself—as a traveling salesman. Then in 1917 he went to seek his fortune in New York City. He didn’t find it but instead found himself broke. It was probably a blessing that he was drafted into the army. He was in France for only a month when World War I ended in November 1918. When he was back in the States the following year, Roberts took another shot at New York. This time he stayed, working in the stock market. He became a fairly successful businessman during the Roaring Twenties. He stayed in the business even after significant losses in the 1929 stock market crash and during the next few years after that.

Roberts had taken up golf in the 1920s and was a member of the Knoll-wood Country Club in Westchester County. He first met Bobby Jones when the latter played an exhibition match there in 1925. The following year the U.S. Amateur Championship was held at the Baltusrol course in New Jersey, and Roberts was there for the final match, in which George Von Elm beat Jones 2 and 1. Roberts was among several men who joined Jones for a consolation drink. A good friendship was formed, and Roberts and Jones kept in touch in the ensuing years.

During the coldest months in New York, Roberts took trips to Augusta, Georgia, to play golf. In the winter of 1929–30, he and Jones were both vacationing at the Bon Air–Vanderbilt Hotel, and it is likely there that they first discussed building a course in Augusta. The discussions between the two men became more serious after Jones earned the Grand Slam and the celebrity that went with it. He believed that a golf course elsewhere than Atlanta would give him and his family some privacy while he played golf only for enjoyment and male camaraderie.

Jones could be viewed as the captain of Augusta National, the public face of the place, but Roberts was the executive officer who got things done, the hands-on nuts-and-bolts guy. He was one of a group—also consisting of Jones, Bob Jones Sr., and three businessmen—that became the Fruitland Manor Corporation. In 1931 the corporation bought 365 acres for fifteen thousand dollars and the assumption of the previous owner’s sixty-thousand-dollar debt to the Georgia Railroad Bank. About half of the land was leased to what would become the Augusta National Golf Club. On the property was Magnolia Avenue (later Lane), so named because of the trees that lined it, the seeds of which were first planted in 1859 or 1860. The property also contained a plantation house built in 1854.

The original plan was for something much more ambitious than a simple golf course. Jones and Roberts wanted to tear down the plantation house and replace it with a modern structure for a clubhouse. There would be two courses, the second one for women. There would also be tennis and squash courts, a bridle path, and houses that members could purchase or rent. All this would be underwritten by memberships the corporation sold for $350 each and annual dues of $60. Jones and Roberts estimated that they could persuade eighteen hundred people to join, and that would provide more than enough capital.

They hired the golf architect Alister MacKenzie—who had created Cypress Point next to Pebble Beach in California—to design the Augusta National Golf Club. But Roberts would oversee every aspect of construction and communicate Jones’s ideas about the course’s features to MacKenzie.

By February 1932 the design was mostly completed, and construction began. Laborers were glad to have jobs, and they worked furiously. Jones was able to play his first round on the course that August, and he liked what he saw. Perhaps, as he and Roberts had envisioned, Augusta National could be the finest golf course in America.

However, it was not the best of ideas to have lofty ambitions for a great golf course in the early years of the Depression. Roberts and Jones didn’t come within a 3-wood of their membership goal.

Today, an available membership at Augusta National is more rare than a hole-in-one. In 1932, with the country swallowed by the Depression, even the fame of Bobby Jones couldn’t fill the membership roll. Many bills went unpaid, though Roberts managed to pay the workers so that the course would be completed. Poor MacKenzie, who today is credited with designing one of the best courses in the world, received only two thousand of his originally requested ten-thousand-dollar fee. He last saw Augusta National the same month that Jones played his first round, and he died almost broke in January 1934, before the first tournament was played there.

Augusta National officially opened a year earlier, in January 1933. A contingent of New York businessmen led by eminent sportswriter and Jones’s friend Grantland Rice took a train down for several days of wining and dining and rounds of golf with Jones and Francis Ouimet. (Ouimet was also a lifelong amateur and the hero of the 1913 U.S. Open at the Country Club in Massachusetts, where the twenty-one-year-old defeated Harry Vardon and Ted Ray in a playoff.) Jones and Roberts hoped that the party atmosphere and freshly built beauty of the golf course would translate into multiple memberships. However, bad weather made for a rather dismal outing, and visitors left without the hoped-for optimistic impression of Augusta in winter. The club continued to struggle financially, with most of the burden to keep it open falling on Roberts’s shoulders.

In February 1933, Prescott Bush, the father of one future U.S. president, the grandfather of another, and a prominent member of the U.S. Golf Association, played at Augusta National. Apparently, his experience was positive enough that he floated the idea of the U.S. Open being held there in 1934. The USGA eventually rejected the idea because it didn’t want to move the Open from June, the best time for a golf tournament in the Northeast and Midwest, to March or April, the best time in Georgia, but the thought of having a high-profile tournament there stuck. Roberts arranged for the PGA of America to include one event at Augusta National in its 1934 schedule. It was to be called the Augusta National Invitation Tournament. Surely, this would put the course on the American golf map and attract members to the club.

The trump card, of course, was Bobby Jones. His participation would be the only way to attract name players and paying spectators (at $2.20 a ticket). But Jones was hesitant about playing, because he had not been in a competition since 1930. He had to be too rusty to successfully take on the country’s best players. His nature dictated that he could think only of winning, and performing poorly on his own course would be embarrassing. Without him, however, Augusta National would lose money hosting the tournament, so Jones had little choice but to participate.

Many of the top golfers arrived in Augusta the third week of March 1934 to play alongside Jones. (Exceptions were Joe Kirkwood and Gene Sarazen, who couldn’t pass up the revenue from an exhibition tour of South America.) Jones, having managed to squeeze in a few practice rounds, shot 76-74-72-72 and tied for thirteenth with reigning British Open champion Denny Shute and his old archrival, Walter Hagen.

The first champion of an official tournament at Augusta National was crowned on March 25, when Horton Smith carded a seventy-two-hole total of 284. He collected fifteen hundred dollars for his steady play. By far the most popular victory would have been by Jones, but the fact that he had played at all immediately gave the invitational at Augusta National a distinction no other tournament in the world could claim.

If there was any player to truly feel sorry for, it was Billy Burke. He had been invited to Augusta because of his win three years earlier at the U.S. Open. It had been a marathon event at the Inverness Club in Toledo, Ohio, over the July 4 weekend. After the final two rounds, played on Independence Day itself, Burke and George Von Elm were tied at 292. The USGA rules at the time required a thirty-six-hole playoff the next day. At the end of it, both players had shot 149 and were still tied. Out they went the next day in the midsummer steam bath to stagger through another thirty-six holes. Von Elm was in the lead by a stroke after eighteen holes, but on the second eighteen Burke shot 71 to his rival’s 73 and became the National champion, earning the crown that had been vacated by Bobby Jones.

He must have used up all his luck in 1931, because the final three holes at the 1934 Invitational were torture for Burke as he tried to catch Smith. As the New York Times reported in its March 26 issue, on the last three holes Burke’s putts hung so close to the lip of the cup that the crowd each time yelled for him to wait for a breeze to blow the ball in. “Each time the ball seemed to be looking down into the cup. A wind was blowing, but it never seemed to strike the ball.” Burke had to tap each one in. The Times account concluded, “If just two of them had dropped, he would have had a tie, had three of them fallen, he would have been the winner. But that is golf.”
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Magnolia Lane, the main entrance to Augusta National, runs 330 yards from Washington Road to the circle before the clubhouse. The five dozen magnolias that line the lane are usually not yet in bloom the second week in April, but the branches that meet over the entranceway offer a canopy of green leaves.

The clubhouse is the same structure that sat on the property when the consortium led by Jones and Roberts bought it in 1931, and a few intimations remain of the 1854 farmhouse it once was. A longtime Masters reporter for the Charlotte Observer, Ron Green Sr., described the clubhouse as “something out of Gone with the Wind. White, three floors, porches, a cupola, shaded by big trees, two chimneys, a sweeping view of the golf course spilling away downhill toward Rae’s Creek. Breakfast favorites: country ham and grits with redeye gravy,” usually in the Trophy Room where the members eat. “Dessert of choice: peach cobbler.”

The article described trophy cases bathed in soft light; decades-old golf clubs on display; portraits of Masters chairmen and players, with Bobby Jones prominently featured; muted colors; simple wood furniture; and a casual atmosphere. “Quiet elegance” is the phrase Green used. Within the clubhouse is the Crow’s Nest, a twelve-hundred-square-foot suite that can house up to five amateur players.

When the Masters week of 1986 began, Augusta National was immaculate, and not just because this was the fiftieth Masters, the event’s golden anniversary. The course was always in immaculate shape the second week in April. The fairways had been overseeded with fifty thousand pounds of rye grass to produce the particular green that Roberts had demanded. They had been mowed and the putting surfaces trimmed to within a whisker of perfection. The white-brown sand in the bunkers was as smooth as the beaches of an undiscovered Pacific island. Hundreds of dogwoods exploded with white and pink petals. The lakes had been dyed blue, and even the food wrappers, cups, utensils, and napkins were green so that no litter would be discerned by the television audience.

And, of course, there were the azaleas. More than thirty varieties thrive at Augusta National. Television cameras love to pan them when the CBS broadcast is about to go to or is coming back from commercial breaks. They are in full bloom during Masters week, bursting with white and purple flowers, and they are complemented by dozens of strains of ornamental shrubs, not to mention the dogwoods.

“The golf course has never been better,” observed Tom Watson after a midweek practice round. “It’s playing a little longer because there’s more grass on the fairways, but they’re excellent. The greens are firmer than they’ve been for a long time, which I like. It’s going to be the same as it’s always been here—the best iron player and the best putter will win.”

The Masters is the youngest of the four majors and the only one played on the same course every year, a distinction that has added to its mystique. That, its association with Bobby Jones, and its many quaint and respected traditions make the tournament one that every player wants to win. Champions are welcomed “home” to Augusta National every year and are able to continue playing in the tournament. With the other three majors, once a champion’s exemption expires, he has to earn his way back in. The Masters is also the first major championship tournament of the year, eight months after the last, and thus is especially challenging.

“To many golfers, Augusta National indeed is the Mt. Everest of the game,” wrote Dave Anderson in his April 11, 1986, column in the New York Times.

Besides the Masters, the closest a major has come to being played on the same course has been the British Open (founded in 1860), which adheres to a rotation of familiar courses. Courses were inserted and removed over the decades, but the top golfers in the world could expect to compete for the Claret Jug on certain courses every summer—among them Carnoustie, Muirfield, Royal Birkdale, St. Andrews, and Turnberry.

Next came the U.S. Open. Since 1895, several golf clubs have hosted the Open four or more times: Baltusrol, Inverness, Merion, Myopia, Oakland Hills, Oakmont, Olympic, Pebble Beach, Shinnecock Hills, and Winged Foot. More than forty Opens have been hosted by only ten clubs. But they have been spread out over 115 years: the host course each year has been different from the year before; if a repeat course, it has undergone significant changes since it last hosted; and the courses are in different parts of the country. For example, in 2009 the Open was held at Bethpage Black on Long Island, New York, the next year it was at Pebble Beach in California, in 2011 it is at the Congressional Country Club in Maryland, and in 2012 it will be back out on the West Coast, at the Olympic Club in San Francisco.

The PGA Championship has been all over the place. Like the U.S. Open, in its early years the event was most often held in the Northeast, because that was where the PGA of America was originally headquartered and where the majority of the golf population lived. Eighteen PGA Championships have shared sites that held Opens, but in recent decades the PGA has gone farther afield to hold its championship, including such courses as Crooked Stick in Indiana, Laurel Valley in Pennsylvania, Sahalee in Washington State, and Whistling Straits in Wisconsin. In 2012 it will take place at Kiawah Island in South Carolina, where the “War by the Shore” Ryder Cup Match was held in 1991.

Since the Masters has a permanent home at Augusta National, some players and golf writers have contended that the tournament is not the strongest major. Because of the familiarity of the setting, they say, the more experienced players have the advantage of calling on their memory banks to play certain shots and avoid or at least get out of trouble year after year. (Another argument is that the high number of amateurs invited and the ongoing participation of past champions in their fifties or older result in a weaker field.) That could explain Nicklaus’s five green jackets and Palmer’s four, though it does not then explain Harry Vardon’s six British Open victories, the four U.S. Opens each by Nicklaus, Willie Anderson, Bobby Jones, and Ben Hogan, and the five PGA Championships each won by Nicklaus and Hagen, all majors that lack a permanent home.

Also because of the tournament’s permanence, Augusta National has continued to be a work in progress. Significant changes have been made every year to prepare for the Masters, and many of the changes made since Nicklaus’s first victory there in 1963 have lengthened the course. But even before Nicklaus first drove down Magnolia Lane, Roberts and Jones and their successors had always been trying to improve the quality and challenge of Augusta National. From the first tournament in 1934 through 1986, play was affected by at least seventy significant alterations to the course.

The very first one that made a big difference was that after the inaugural event, the front side became the back side—in other words, the first nine holes became the second nine holes, and vice versa. In the 1935 Masters, players teed off from what had been the tenth hole. As radical a change as that was, it was only the beginning, as Roberts was always looking for ways to make Augusta National more attractive and challenging.

By the 1986 Masters week, Augusta National had grown to just under seven thousand yards in length. It had bent grass, after a switch from Bermuda grass in 1980. Each of the eighteen holes had its own name:


	Tea Olive (par 4)

	Pink Dogwood (par 5)

	Flowering Peach (par 4)

	Flowering Crab Apple (par 3)

	Magnolia (par 4)

	Juniper (par 3)

	Pampas (par 4)

	Yellow Jasmine (par 5)

	Carolina Cherry (par 4)

	Camellia (par 4)

	White Dogwood (par 4)

	Golden Bell (par 3)

	Azalea (par 5)

	Chinese Fir (par 4)

	Firethorn (par 5)

	Redbud (par 3)

	Nandina (par 4)

	Holly (par 4)



The most famous section of the golf course is holes 11 through 13. They are found in the southeast section of the course, near Rae’s Creek and one of its tributaries. Many a Masters was won or lost there depending on a player’s ability to stay out of the water. In his coverage of the 1958 Masters for Sports Illustrated, Herbert Warren Wind first referred to this trio of holes as Amen Corner, harking back to a jazz recording, “Shouting at Amen Corner,” that he remembered hearing while a college student. It was well known that more than once Nicklaus had called the 155-yard twelfth hole the most demanding in the world, and many a tournament leader—including Nicklaus, in 1981—has been led to ruin by putting his tee shot into Rae’s Creek.

On the Sunday before the fiftieth Masters, the population of Augusta swelled as it has for decades, with spectators arriving along with the first wave of players, many of them with their families. A few optimistic fans showed up hoping to scalp badges, and a few succeeded. Other than that, there were no badges to be bought. The credentials needed to gain entrance to Augusta National stopped being sold long before 1986—they began selling out in 1966—and the ones in existence were passed down from one family member to another. It was probably easier in 1986 to get into the Kremlin than into Augusta National without a badge.

Some of the players were ready for practice rounds on Monday. It depended on who had been where the previous week. Some players had competed in the Greensboro Open that week, either because they saw it as a good tune-up for the Masters or because they simply needed the paycheck. Unless they didn’t make the cut, these players spent Sunday night and Monday in transit. Others preferred to follow their own practice routine and leave a little early for Augusta. But Tuesday would be the first day when everyone would be playing practice rounds.

The weather, often lovely in Augusta in April, was anything but benign that Tuesday. It rained heavily, with a hailstorm for dramatic effect. Practice rounds were hampered, and thus the most important event of that day, the Champions Dinner, was especially welcome. The Champions Dinner is one of the more popular Masters traditions. The previous year’s champion presides over the event, and has the privilege of choosing the dishes that will be served to the past champions in attendance. The flow of wine and anecdotes makes for a convivial time. Ben Hogan first came up with the idea in 1952, when he was the reigning champion after his final-round 68 had earned him his long-sought first green jacket in 1951.

Wednesday was the first of a series of sunny and dry days that would become warmer as the breeze softened. Players became more serious as they fine-tuned their game with the intention of getting off to a good start in the first round on Thursday. There was a full complement of practice rounds on the course, while others were doggedly determined to get most of their work done on the driving ranges. At Augusta National there were two ranges, on the east and west sides of Magnolia Lane. The east-side range is closer to Washington Road, and over the years, as the players grew bigger and stronger and hit longer drives, balls began hitting cars driving on it. As a result, four years earlier the west range had been enlarged, and players were directed there for their annual pre-tournament range work. Additionally, an eleven-foot-high net was placed 245 yards from the teeing area, and 15 yards beyond that was another net, this one twenty-three feet high.

Sam Snead was out on the west range, though not necessarily to prepare for his Thursday-morning starter duties. He was coaching Curtis Strange, the Virginian who had been leading the Masters the previous year until his round imploded on the back nine on Sunday. Fans begged Snead to hit a few, but instead the Slammer moved on to chat with Raymond Floyd, who had earned his green jacket in 1976. Finally giving in to the fans’ entreaties, Snead picked out Floyd’s 3-iron and hit a picture-perfect shot out to the range, his form almost identical to what it was in the 1930s.

There was time for more fun at the Par 3 Contest. A 1,060-yard course—par 27, of course, played over DeSoto Springs Pond and Ike’s Pond—had been built by Clifford Roberts and architect George Cobb in 1958. Two years later, the first Par 3 Contest was held, and it was won by Snead. Over the years, players in that year’s Masters, noncompeting past Masters champions, and honorary guests of the Tournament Committee were invited to participate. In the twenty-five years that the contest had been held, no winner of it had gone on to win the tournament. (The so-called jinx has continued to this day.)

This was too bad for Gary Koch, who won the contest over Augusta native Larry Mize after three extra holes. One highlight was the hole-in-one recorded by Gary Player at the 7th. Another was the outfit of Payne Stewart, who wore a black tie and starched shirt to go with his black knickers.

There was not much in the way of festivities on Wednesday night. The days of Jimmy Demaret, who had the unique ability to combine partying with winning three green jackets, were over. Jack Nicklaus, like the other players, would stay in that night and focus on a good night’s sleep. It was twenty-seven years since his first Masters and twenty-three years since he had first won at Augusta National, so Nicklaus knew what was necessary to prepare to play.

Even if, as many were saying or at least thinking, he was too old to win one more Masters, Jack wanted to give a good account of himself on the national stage.
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