







Praise for A Son of the Game

“[A] gentle and glorious memoir … Seminal and inspiring … [Dodson’s] diction is clear, honest and awesome … A Son of the Game is a gift from a son to his father and from a father to his son. It’s a deeply personal present for families to treasure and pass down.”

—The Louisville Courier-Journal

“What do you get when you combine an engaging rites of passage story together with interesting golf history as relayed by a skilled storyteller? The answer would be A Son of the Game by James Dodson … This wise memoir reveals many interesting facts and anecdotes relating to the Pinehurst area golf scene from the perspective of a passionate golf insider … This is a ‘good read’ and would be a great gift for the golfing father or son!”

—Golf Today

“In his warm, personal new book, A Son of the Game, James Dodson brings together the charm of both the game and the place in a story that you need not be a golfer to appreciate … Dodson’s gift is in feeling and sharing the attachment to a game that is as bewitching as it is maddening … Like a leisurely round of golf with friends, Dodson’s book is time well spent. It captures the spirit of a game and a place that has captured so many of us.”

—The Raleigh News and Observer

“My good friend Jim Dodson seems to come up with one good book after another. But he produces something particularly powerful, something extra, when he writes about his own life experiences, as in his first book, the highly acclaimed Final Rounds, and his latest, A Son of the Game. He is now the father, passing on to his son, Jack, the love and contentment he has rediscovered in golf and family. Once again, Jim touches the heartstrings.”

—Arnold Palmer

“Dodson is humorous, self-effacing and reverent in his effort to create a family golf legacy.”

—Fairways and Greens

“Highly recommended … Dodson’s style is down-home and folksy, but his deep insights into human nature and his propensity to lay bare his most personal thoughts one after another make this book a wonderful way to learn about your own life.”

—New England Golf Examiner

“Painted in a glossy, buttery hue of such vintage nostalgia that it’s all the reader can do by the end to not immediately light out for the central North Carolina hill country.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[Dodson] puts to the test the supposed mysterious healing powers said to be an integral part of the Sandhills region. All the while he is surrounded by a host of Sandhills characters that bring humor and compassion to a story that turns out to be a little bit about golf and a lot about life.”

—Our State (NC)

“A Son of the Game is a magical memoir of midlife crisis, teenage uncertainty and the power of a legacy gently handed down. Whether you love the game of golf or can’t tell a sand wedge from a six iron, Dodson’s book will put the spell of Pinehurst on your heart—a spell that is simply the call of home.”

—BookPage

“A thoughtful memoir … You don’t need to be a golfer or a Southerner to enjoy the story about hurdling a midlife wall, appreciating old and new friendships, and shaping a family legacy.”

—The Modesto (CA) Bee

“Dodson’s vision of golf and of small-town life is entirely mythic and traditional.”

—Golfweek

“Draws on the deep, near-archetypal feelings that dedicated golfers have for the game, its history, and their own connections to the fathers and mentors who first put clubs in their hands.”

—Booklist

“Although A Son of the Game will have natural appeal to avid golfers, it truly can be enjoyed by anyone because of its compelling stories of the people Dodson has encountered in his golf life. The father and son storyline is sincere, revealing and heartwarming, and you do not have to be a son of the game to relate to that.”

—ForeWord magazine

“Dodson’s cleanly carpentered prose still has all the familiar beveled edges.”

—Golfchannel.com

“A humane, insightful memoir of elemental composure and meaning regained.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Jim Dodson has in his many books shown a rare ability to take the reader into landscapes both physical and mental, and burrow deeply into each. He again accomplishes this in A Son of the Game, and demonstrates that he is a virtuoso in conveying why Pinehurst is a special place in the golfing firmament and, moreover, why it provides the ideal setting for him to resolve matters within himself, and with his own son. This memoir will make you feel as if you are in Pinehurst with the author, and it will reveal timeless truths about the game, and human nature, as they seep through and out of the soil of one of golf’s timeless places.”

—Lorne Rubenstein, author of A Season in Dornoch:
Golf and Life in the Scottish Highlands

“Jim Dodson’s new memoir reveals the depth of his love for golf, fatherhood, and his ancestral home—the Sandhills of North Carolina. A Son of the Game also showcases Jim’s amazing skill with a pen, and his wisdom about the human condition. This is a wonderful book.”

—Curt Sampson, author of The Slam:
Bobby Jones and the Price of Glory
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To my friends Max, Myrtis, and Jean;
To Tom, Ilana, and Bryan;
For opening your hearts and doors.
But most of all—to Jack, my best golf pal of all.




Every man is the son of his own works.

— MIGUEL DE CERVANTES SAAVEDRA

Tell your story of hard luck shots,

Of each shot straight and true;

But when you are done, remember, Son —

That nobody cares but you!

—EPITAPH OF JOE KIRKWOOD, GOLF GREAT AND TRICK SHOT ARTIST

You, yesterday’s boy,

To whom confusion came:

Listen, lest you forget who you are.

It was not pleasure you fell into,

It was joy.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE




PROLOGUE

The Last Amateur

TOWARD THE END of a clear winter afternoon, I reached the front porch of the Pine Crest Inn and put down my travel bag. A small orange cat got up from a final patch of sunlight and walked over to greet me.

“Hello, Marmalade,” I said, stooping to scratch her behind the ears. “Long time no see. Looks like you’ve put on some weight, old girl. That makes two of us.”

“You two must be old friends,” a woman said pleasantly.

She was sitting in a white rocking chair a few yards away, dressed for dinner and enjoying a glass of white wine. A group of other well-dressed guests sat by the outdoor bar at the far end of the hotel’s porch, laughing and talking about their day’s golf adventures.

“We are,” I confirmed, “though she probably doesn’t know me from Greg Norman’s house cat.”

Marmalade’s unique talent, I explained, was an ability to recognize anyone who loves golf and keeps returning to Pinehurst year after year, which could pretty much describe every person who arrives on the porch of the Pine Crest.

Set on a graceful curve of Dogwood Road, just off the square of one of America’s most picturesque village centers, the homey Pine Crest Inn, the world’s most charming and eccentric golf hostelry, has been welcoming discriminating golf travelers to Pinehurst—the self-described “Home of American Golf”—for almost a hundred years. In this golf traveler’s case, it has been his home away from home since he was a young boy trailing after his old man’s game.

“What a nice evening it is going to be,” the woman observed, looking at the fading winter light. “Are you here for the golf tournament, too?”

This was a natural assumption for her to make. With more than forty golf clubs scattered across the region, called the Sandhills of Central North Carolina, it’s a safe bet there is always some kind of golf tournament going on somewhere in either the Village of Pinehurst or its larger neighboring town, Southern Pines.

“No, ma’am. I’m just here to finish some work and say goodbye to a friend.”

She smiled and swirled the last of her wine. “I can’t imagine why anyone would want to leave this place. My husband is ready to sell everything and move here tomorrow.”

“I know the feeling,” I said. “Unfortunately, my friend doesn’t have any choice. He’s dying.”

The words slipped out, perhaps because she was the first person I’d spoken more than ten words to in almost as many days. During that time, I’d been driving slowly south from my longtime home in Maine to my old Carolina stomping ground, allowing myself a little space and time to reflect on several recent upheavals in my life.

The woman in the rocker blushed with embarrassment. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Now I have gone too far. Please forgive me.”

“That’s okay,” I assured her, scratching Marmalade behind the ears. The queen of the Pine Crest was purring faintly, eyes squeezed shut. “Marmalade’s just happy to still be here. I am, too.”

TRUMAN CAPOTE ONCE observed that every son of the South eventually comes home again—if only in a box.

Perhaps fear of this fate explains why, for better or worse, during the quarter century I’d lived in northern New England, I’d returned on a fairly regular basis to my boyhood haunts of Pinehurst and Southern Pines, coming back whenever my spirits needed a lift or my ailing golf game required a jump start. This is where I played my first full eighteen holes of golf—as a hotheaded, club-tossing teenager—and where I eventually learned to calm down, grow up, play by the rules, and as my late father once put it, appreciate the “higher game.” The simple truth is, after laying eyes on the splendors of Pinehurst and Southern Pines, I never threw another club in anger again—at least not when my dad was anywhere in sight. And though it took me some years to realize it, I never felt more at home anyplace else.

“If it’s true a writer’s world is shaped by the experiences of childhood and adolescence,” Mississippian Willie Morris wrote after he abandoned the literary salons of Manhattan for his native Yazoo, “then returning at long last to the scenes of those experiences, remembering them anew, and living among their changing heartbeats gives him the primary pulses and shocks he cannot afford to lose.”

Perhaps, in my case, the perpetual attraction was as simple as that: As my life changed and moved in new and unexpected directions, as my children grew up and middle age came on, there were heartbeats I simply couldn’t afford to miss back here in the ancient Carolina Sandhills, a place where so many of my fondest and happiest and most uncomplicated memories lay as unchanged and welcoming as the front porch of the Pine Crest. Both my parents were devoted patrons of this funky and beloved hotel. The first night I ever spent here in 1969 was in an upstairs corner room beneath the rafters, and it was here the Barrett family, the Pine Crest’s longtime owners, always stashed me when I came calling.

In this instance, duty summoned in the form of the galley proof of a forthcoming book, waiting for me at the front desk of the hotel, a comprehensive biography of golf legend Ben Hogan that was supposed to have taken two years to research and write but in fact required almost four years of diligent work.

A bittersweet happiness comes with finishing a book. Suffice it to say, keeping in mind Arnold Toynbee’s famous admonition that a faithful biographer must “live” his subject’s life if he hopes to capture the person’s essence, I was deeply relieved to have the Hawk, perhaps the most mythic yet misunderstood sports figure in American history, safely translated to the page and easing his way out of my life—to say nothing of my wife Wendy’s feelings on the subject. In many ways, “living” Ben Hogan’s dark but ultimately redeeming life had turned my own inside out and, unexpectedly, drained away my zest for playing the game. This was one of several mysteries I had come to Pinehurst to try and decipher. Was this a condition of age or circumstance, the result of too much work and too little play? Or maybe something else entirely?

I felt real pleasure in the prospect of reading over the final proof pages and officially signing off on the project, yet it was mitigated by the other solemn reason I’d circled around to Pinehurst again, which was to say goodbye to my friend, Harvie Ward.

During the early 1950s, ironically just as Hogan’s star began to fade, Edward Harvie Ward rose out of the green-gold vastness of rural eastern North Carolina to become the most admired and thrilling player in the game of golf.

During the spring of 1948, cheered on by his rowdy fraternity brothers from Chapel Hill and wielding a wooden-shafted putter he’d found as a kid on a bench in the locker room of his father’s nine-hole golf club in tiny Tarboro, Ward came out of nowhere to win the coveted North and South Amateur Championship at Pinehurst, making himself a star overnight. After college, while working as a stockbroker in Atlanta, Ward captured the 1952 British Amateur Championship at Prestwick, then beat out his longtime college rival Arnold Palmer and a host of other supremely talented amateur players to win the U.S. Amateur Championship in both 1955 and 1956. With his movie-star good looks, witty frat-boy charisma, and a playing temperament that never lost its cool, Ward became the darling of the national sports media and the toast of American golf. Wherever he went, sportswriters exhausted themselves finding superlatives to describe his playing abilities, while adoring college girls trailed dreamily in his wake.

No less a golf legend than Byron Nelson proclaimed Harvie to be “the next Ben Hogan,” and most observers believed the affable son of a small-town pharmacist was on track to win an unprecedented third National Amateur title—until unimagined disaster struck.

Following a wave of scandals that emerged from IRS investigations into huge illegal payouts given to amateur players at amateur golf tournaments held at several prominent private clubs, Ward became the scapegoat of the darkest episode in USGA history, alleged to have been financially subsidized—essentially paid to play golf as an amateur. In a sweeping sanction that shook golf to its core, the governing body of golf in America suspended Ward’s amateur status and prevented him from going after an unprecedented third consecutive National Amateur Championship, a fall from grace that effectively ended the age of the golden amateur.

Harvie Ward disappeared quietly into a whiskey bottle and effectively stayed there for the next thirty years, bitterly drinking away the most promising game, many felt, since Bobby Jones.

One morning not long after the 1999 U.S. Open at Pinehurst, Harvie and I met for the first time for breakfast at the Pine Crest, a meeting arranged by our mutual pal Tom Stewart. After four failed marriages and a failed attempt to jump-start a professional career, Ward had finally sobered up and returned to Pinehurst to establish himself as one of the premier teachers in the game.

“That turned out to be the smartest decision I ever made—we ever made,” Harvie told me emphatically in his soft Carolina drawl. “Without Joanne, see, none of this would have ever happened. I would probably have been dead years ago.”

The next morning, I met Harvie and Joanne Ward in the cheerful lobby of the Carolina Hotel, and the three of us had coffee and a long chat about the possibility of finally telling Harvie’s amazing story in detail—the rise and fall and unlikely rebirth of the greatest player who once, briefly, ruled the game.

We agreed to get under way the moment I finished work on Hogan’s biography, which I had only recently begun researching. Coming off successful bypass surgery, Harvie assured me there was no rush, that his long-range prospects were excellent.

He said he felt like a man with a new lease on life. “You go take care of Ben,” he cheerfully put to me, offering his hand. “I’ll be waiting for you when you’re ready to get going on our little thing.”

We decided to call it “The Last Amateur.”

“YOU’LL HAVE TO EXCUSE my appearance,” Harvie said wryly as he led me back to his sunny den where some pointless end-of-the-season golf event was flickering on a large plasma TV screen. “I’ve spent all night partying with a bunch of crazy Chi Omegas and did a quick eighteen before breakfast this morning.”

Not long after that handshake at the Pinehurst Resort, a routine checkup showed spots on Harvie’s liver which turned out to be cancer. He had more surgery and for a while seemed to be recovering nicely. But not long after my fiftieth birthday, the phone rang and it was Harvie calling from Pinehurst.

“If we’re gonna talk, Old Champ,” he drawled in his inimitable Harvie way, “you’d better get on down to Tobacco Road. I can just about see the clubhouse from here.”

I knew from Harvie’s physician, a young Pinehurst doctor and golf nut named Walt Morris, that he’d recently completed a last-ditch round of chemotherapy up in Chapel Hill, attempting to reverse the aggressive progress of the disease. Several new experimental therapies had been attempted. None had worked.

Harvie looked exhausted but grinned at me impishly. The Chi Omega joke was a running gag between us. “There was a day, you see, when my eyes were blue and both my pecker and my putter were red hot,” he added right on cue. “Now, unfortunately, in both cases, it’s the other way around.”

We both laughed. The laughter helped ease the painful awareness that, owing to my delays in the Hogan book and his rampaging cancer, we’d probably run out of time to collaborate. So we sat and talked about other things for more than an hour, carefully avoiding the topic of “The Last Amateur.”

He asked me how my son Jack’s game was progressing, and I explained that Jack, who was thirteen, exactly the age I’d been when my dad brought me down a winding road to Pinehurst, had recently attempted to organize a golf team at his middle school in Maine.

“Does he love the game the way you did at his age?”

“He says he does.” I told Harvie how after I took him with me on a Hogan research trip to Fort Worth and left him for the week out at Hank Haney’s Golf Ranch in Lewisville, Jack came away with a fine golf swing and declaring he would soon be the best schoolboy golfer in the state of Maine—maybe even go to college on a golf scholarship.

“We’ll see how it works out,” I said. “You know how kids are. He seems to have a dozen other interests at the moment.”

“Give it time. Something will light the fire in his belly,” Harvie said quietly, nodding. “I’d sure looked forward to getting him out to Forest Creek.”

A year or so previously, while on our way to play a round of golf with Tom Stewart and his son Bryan at the Mid South Club, Jack had briefly met Harvie on the range at Forest Creek, the outstanding new private club north of town where Harvie was teaching a host of promising young players, including the current North Carolina schoolboy champ. The two seemed to have good chemistry. Harvie promised to give Jack his first putting lesson the next time he came back to the Sandhills. In his prime, Harvie Ward was possibly the finest putter in the game.

I nodded and smiled. “That would have been great.”

Golf, as journalist Henry Longhurst once observed, is the Esperanto of sports—the finest game on earth for making enduring friendships and passing along something of value to others. In my case, like golfing dads and moms everywhere—like my own father before me—I simply hoped my son might develop a genuine interest in playing a marvelous old game that teaches timeless lessons while remaining new and different every time you play it.

Moreover, the chance for my son to be exposed to the wit and brilliance of one of the finest teachers, and nicest fellows, in the game was a major bonus of helping Harvie put his story on paper. If golf brought Jack only half the pleasure and friendships it had brought both Harvie and me, this would be a father’s gift for a lifetime. And for my part, I looked forward to the day I had a ready golf partner and reliable opponent to carry me into my golfing dotage, just as I had done for my dad.

After sitting and talking for an hour about his hopes to go to Merion Golf Club in Philadelphia for the fiftieth anniversary celebration of his U.S. Amateur Championship and maybe “take a spin out West to see old friends in California and putter around Cypress Point a little,” meaning the famous Monterey course where Ward, Hogan, Byron Nelson, and Ken Venturi once played perhaps the most dramatic golf match ever, Harvie walked me to his front door. Joanne had warned me that his strength might suddenly give out.

Two large golf bags stood on either side of the entry. Harvie pulled a putter out of one and casually handed it to me. “Do me a favor and give this to Jack,” he said quietly. “Tell him it’s from ol’ Harv. I wish I could have given him that putting lesson.”

This act, so graceful and unexpected and fraught with avuncular tenderness, was more than a little symbolic. The putter was an ordinary Odyssey White Hot No. 2, but it looked well used and loved. I held the putter in my hands, feeling my throat constrict. When I looked back at my host, Harvie’s blue eyes bored straight into my head as though reading my anxious thoughts.

“I forgot to ask how things are with you these days,” he said. “Everything ever get straightened out at the magazine?”

I nodded faintly, groping to find the right words. It didn’t seem the moment to air my work troubles.

In fact, my seemingly rock-steady life had begun to unravel in ways I’d never seen coming. First my mom passed away shortly after I took her out of her home of fifty years in Greensboro and moved her eight hundred miles north to an assisted-living facility on the coast of Maine. Then two of my longtime golf partners died unexpectedly, essentially dissolving my regular golf group of nearly twenty years. Not long after this, the golf publication that had been my happy professional home for nigh on twenty years got purchased by a media colossus that promptly fired its legendary editor and began systematically cleaning out the staff—putting my best friends and colleagues on the street and gutting one of the top golf magazines in the business. The new editor had invited me to stay on the masthead, but to do so felt totally disloyal and a complete betrayal of the values I believed in. I was still wrestling with what to do about this matter, though in my heart I knew my magazine days were over.

That’s when Harvie called to tell me his liver cancer had returned—devastating news, the final blow to a reeling psyche. I’d been as excited as a kid at the prospect of beginning work on “The Last Amateur,” which meant spending time in my favorite place in the world, playing golf with Tom Stewart and his son, Bryan, and watching Harvie Ward light the flame beneath Jack.

“Everything’s fine,” I calmly lied, hoping he believed this at least half as much as I needed to myself.

Harvie cleared his throat. “Here’s what I think, Old Champ. You ought to come back to the U.S. Open in 2005 and bring Jack with you. That would do you both a world of good.”

“If Jack wants to come, I’ll probably come,” I said.

“No,” he said a little more forcefully, as if I’d missed his point. “I’m thinking you should come back for the Open and then stick around.”

“You mean to live?”

Harvie nodded. “You know what they say, don’t you? You can take the boy out of Carolina but not the other way around. Maybe you should give some thought to coming back here the way I did.”

I smiled, but said nothing. This thought had long been lodged in the back of my brain, I confess—probably at least since I was a teenager banging around Southern Pines on a borrowed bicycle—but at this stage of my full and complicated life, I couldn’t imagine how that could ever happen.

Harvie reached over and took hold of my arm. “Let me tell you something,” he said quietly. “This place saved my life and gave me a happiness I never found anyplace else.”

“I know that,” I said respectfully. “It seems to have that effect on a lot of people.”

Harvie glanced out at his yard. It was a perfect mild winter afternoon in the home American golf. A yardman was raking up distinctive longleaf pine cones into a pile near the curb. A number of seconds passed. Harvie eventually looked at me again.

“Maybe you ought to come back and find out why this place seems to cure people of their problems. That’s why old man Tufts founded the place, you know. Golf had nothing to do with it originally. There was something magical here in these old pines—nobody has ever figured out what exactly. You’d think, as a son of the place, you’d want to come back and find out what it is.”

He gave me a peculiar smile, as if he knew something I didn’t.

“You know, Hogan always said this place saved his life and playing career. He called it the Pinehurst cure. But I guess you know that better than anyone.”

I nodded again. The story was very familiar to me, though the phrase wasn’t. It made perfect sense, however, given what happened to the Hawk in Pinehurst. It was nothing shy of a personal epiphany, a lifesaving transformation.

“So what next for you?” Harvie asked. He was still holding my arm.

For a moment, I wasn’t sure what he meant. For me the future seemed to lie like heavy fog on an Angus fairway.

“Tom and I are going to play golf tomorrow,” I explained lightly. “Then I might have lunch with some guy named David Woronoff on Monday. He says he wants to talk with me about the upcoming Open. After that, I guess, I’ll head up the road to Maine.”

Harvie smiled. “I know David. Nice young fellow. He owns The Pilot newspaper. He bought the house I lived in over in Southern Pines when I first came back to North Carolina. He probably wants to offer you a job.”

I shrugged and smiled. I didn’t have the heart to tell Harvie that during the long drive south, I’d decided to take a much-needed sabbatical from the world of golf writing in order to research and write a book about the competitive world of horticulture.

I thanked Harvie for his friendly advice and said goodbye, aware that I probably would never see him again.

As I walked along Blue Road, slowly swinging the putter Harvie was sending to Jack, I vaguely wondered what kind of player my son might have become under his tutelage. In the near distance, I heard the hourly carillon serenely drifting from the bell tower of the historic Village Chapel, its steeple rising through the longleaf pines.

I knew this stately hymn, I realized, “Blessed Be the Tie That Binds,” a bittersweet anthem from my vanished boyhood. But for the life of me, having been away too long, I couldn’t recall the words.




CHAPTER ONE

Pants That Just Say Pinehurst

AT THE END OF Spring 2005, on my way to cover the 105th United States Open Championship at Pinehurst, I stopped off to buy a new pair of pants.

I realize how unexciting this sounds, but buying new pants is a rare event for me, something I do about as frequently as Americans go to the polls to elect a new president, which may explain why my pants, always tan cotton khakis, look as if they’ve seen better days.

In this instance, it was a perfect Sunday afternoon, twelve days before the start of our national golfing championship, and I’d just rolled into Pinehurst following a long drive from Maine.

Actually, when I arrived, I had no intention of buying pants. I was mostly worrying about locating the small log cottage in the middle of Southern Pines that I’d rented sight unseen via telephone from a local realtor named Ed Rhodes, who casually informed me the key would be waiting beneath a stone angel by the back door. I was also vaguely wondering if I’d made the dumbest career move of my life by agreeing to go to work for the Southern Pines Pilot, the award-winning community newspaper of the Carolina Sandhills.

Some guys, when facing a midlife crisis, roguishly splurge on a red sports car, or get hair plugs, or maybe even buy a secret condo in Cancún. Fresh from a year in which I’d traveled to Africa with exotic plant hunters and loitered at the elbows of some of the world’s top horticulture experts, I’d merely yielded to the persuasive charms of The Pilot’s enthusiastic young publisher, David Woronoff, scion of a distinguished Old North State newspaper clan. Almost on a whim, I’d agreed to write a daily golf column for the paper’s ambitious Open Daily tabloid during U.S. Open week. There was also a friendly conversation about the possibility of my staying on to write a Sunday essay after the Open circus left town, though nothing had been formally proposed, much less agreed upon. That wasn’t by accident.

Truthfully, I feared that I had little in the way of wit or current insight to offer The Pilot and its Open readers because, factoring in the four long years my brain had been focused upon the distant, well-ordered world of Ben Hogan and another kind of America, and adding two years for my absorbing romp through the garden world, I’d been out of the current game for a small eternity. Since the death of Harvie Ward and the dissolution of my longtime golf group back in Maine, in fact, I’d scarcely touched my own clubs or watched a golf tournament on television or even felt much desire to read about who was doing what in a game I’d loved, it seemed, forever.

Like some sad, burned-out bureaucrat from a Graham Greene novel, I’d even begun to consider the once-unthinkable possibility that my hiatus from golf and the golf world, rather than rekindling my desire to play and restoring interest in the professional game as well, had radically cooled my passion and turned my game to sawdust.

This realization had come during the drive, when I’d stopped off to compete with a friend named Howdy Giles in his one-day member-guest event at Pine Valley Golf Club in New Jersey. Though Pine Valley is justly famous for its strategic brilliance and difficulty, I often play the course surprisingly well for a casual player, typically managing to achieve my five-or six-stroke handicap. In this instance, I thought my lengthy time away from the game might even serve to boost my prospects of making a decent score—partly because I tend to play better golf on a difficult course and partly because some of my best rounds of golf have come following the long winter layoffs every New Englander comes to know.

Well, the golf gods must have needed a good belly laugh that day. By the fourth hole, I was six over par, and by the end of the first nine, I’d jotted a big fat fifty on the card—probably my worst competitive nine holes in forty years. The anger and embarrassment I felt made me want to grab my clubs and bolt.

“Don’t worry about it,” my genial host assured me at the halfway house, as I licked my wounds, guzzled Arnold Palmer iced tea, and wondered if perhaps I was through with golf or, more likely, if golf was through with me. “You’ll put it together on the back nine,” Howdy confidently said. I wasn’t so sure.

Fortunately, Howdy was right. I shot a not-quite-so-horrific forty-five. As I left the grounds of the world’s number-one-ranked golf course, my cell phone rang. It was my son Jack calling, curious to know how the old man had fared that afternoon. Originally Jack had planned to accompany me to Pinehurst to work as a standard-bearer with his friend Bryan Stewart at the U.S. Open. But late spring snows in Maine had extended his freshman-year high school classes all the way to the start of Open week. There was still an outside chance he might fly down on Tuesday of that week, however, and find a spot working in the National Open. This was my great hope, anyway. I wanted the time with my son, and I also felt the experience would be invaluable for him.

“Let’s just say I left the course record more or less intact.” I attempted to shrug off the disaster, fessing up to my woeful ninety-five.

“Gosh, what happened?” Jack sounded genuinely astounded and also a little disappointed. After all, one of the carrots I’d long held out to him was a promise to play shrines like Pine Valley, Pebble Beach, and Pinehurst No. 2 if and when his game reached a level those courses demanded. “Pine Valley must be really hard,” he said.

“It is hard, Nibs. Make no mistake. But truthfully I was just awful today. I hit every kind of bad shot you can—hooks, shanks, even a whiff. I five-putted a hole from twenty feet.”

“Maybe you should have played a little more before you went there,” he said, politely stating the obvious.

“You’re right. I should have,” I agreed, wondering if the lengthy hiatus had done more serious damage to my game than I realized.

DESPITE MY MISGIVINGS, David seemed to have no doubts about why he wanted me to work for The Pilot.

“Between you and me,” David had confided at lunch in a crowded café overlooking Southern Pines’ picturesque main street the morning after I said goodbye to Harvie, “we’re eager to show the national media that Pinehurst is our golf turf, not theirs. We’d like you to help us do that.”

David explained that during the 1999 Open at Pinehurst, The Pilot had broken new ground by being the first to publish a comprehensive, full-color daily tabloid newspaper, fifty-six pages in length, for the two hundred thousand spectators who attended the Open, a publishing feat for which Woronoff and his staff had collected a pile of industry awards. Now, he said, for the 2005 Open, they were out to reprise their effort and in the process double the output in pages and increase market penetration.

“This is where you come in,” he said, sipping his iced tea. “I took a poll, phoned everybody I could think of in the golf world, and asked the same question: If I could get one nationally known golf writer to come write exclusively for us for the Open, who should I try to get? Your name kept coming up. I know we can’t possibly pay you what the national media guys do. But on the other hand, I’ve read your books and know from Tom Stewart and others how connected you are to the Sandhills.”

“This is where I learned to play the game—or at least to respect it,” I admitted, thinking of the venerable Mid Pines Golf Club where I learned to quit throwing my clubs.

David smiled. “Exactly. That’s why I’m hoping you might agree to come do this—on a lark, I don’t know, for the pure fun of it. We can’t pay you much, but I can promise you all the barbecue and sweet tea you want.”

I tried to remember the last time I did anything purely for the fun of it. I believe Jerry Ford was in office then. Double knit slacks and Day-Glo orange golf balls were all the rage.

As it happened, being a son of both the Old North State and the newspaper business, I knew a little about The Pilot’s illustrious past. The paper had once been owned by Sam Ragan, the poet laureate of North Carolina, and its unlikely literary roots reached all the way to New York’s famed Algonquin Round Table, owing to James Boyd, a Southern Pines horseman and adventure writer whose best-selling books about the Revolutionary War, one of them illustrated by N. C. Wyeth, had sat on a bookshelf in my own boyhood bedroom. Boyd, who had run with a crowd that included Thomas Wolfe and Scott Fitzgerald, had owned The Pilot sometime in the 1940s and 1950s. That, however, was pretty much all I knew about the newspaper.

Then I casually mentioned something that sealed my fate.

“Here’s a strange coincidence,” I said to David. “My dad was a small-town newspaperman, like you. He once owned—and, through no failure of his own, lost—a weekly newspaper called the Gulfport Pilot and Breeze down in Mississippi. My first memories of life come from that little newspaper. Maybe I’ll tell you about it sometime. It’s quite a story.”

“I’d love to hear it.” David replied thoughtfully. He paused a respectful beat, then added, “Well, The Pilot is my dream. Remind me to tell you what I went through just to get this newspaper. Basically, I stalked the dying owner for two years and almost had to name my second daughter after him before he would agree to sell it to me. Imagine having to tell your pregnant wife that your infant daughter is going to be named Sam Ragan.”

David Woronoff’s congenial friendliness and small-town optimism struck a familiar chord. Then it hit me who he reminded me of: my own dad. The resemblance was, in fact, uncanny, and not a little disarming.

David smiled. “So, I guess we’ve both got printer’s ink in the blood, huh? Sounds to me like you’re almost destined to come write for The Pilot. In fact, if you want to, you can stay on and write for us after the Open leaves town. I’ll bet your dad would like that.”

For a moment I considered this unforeseen development, coming essentially out of nowhere, in the midst of my midlife career crisis. On paper, at this stage of my busy life, going to work for The Pilot didn’t make sense. To begin with, the money he would offer was undoubtedly a fraction of my regular pay for magazine work, and it would mean somehow having to create two homes and be in two places at once, because I was fairly certain no one in my immediate family was eager to pull up stakes and on a lark move to North Carolina simply so I could reconnect with my redneck roots. My wife, Wendy, was immersed in teaching at-risk kids in the public schools and was active in community affairs. My children, Maggie and Jack, were enjoying high school. For a decade, their mom and I had shared legal custody of them, an agreeable arrangement that had them spending equal time at both their homes.

As if these factors weren’t deterrent enough, I’d recently agreed to serve as writer-in-residence at Hollins University in Virginia for the spring 2006 term, a distinguished teaching appointment I was thrilled to have been offered but still had logistically to work out.

“Well congratulations,” David said, not appearing to think that any of these obligations presented a roadblock to his ultimate aims. “If Hollins doesn’t happen till next year, why, you could stick around and keep writing for The Pilot. We could make you our writer-in-residence, too!”

“I’ve never heard of a newspaper having a writer-in-residence,” I pointed out.

“Neither have I. So we’ll be the first,” he said pleasantly. “We’re famous for our firsts at The Pilot.”

“I still have to figure out how I’m going to alternate two-week intervals between Virginia and Maine. I’ve developed a serious aversion to airports,” I countered. “I can’t imagine adding the Sandhills to the scenario. Then I’d have to be three places at once, or at least once a month.”

“You could figure it out,” he said mildly. “I can tell you really want to do it. Enthusiasm makes most things possible.”

I studied David Woronoff. He looked scarcely old enough to attend an R-rated movie on his own. One thing was for sure, the boy publisher of the Sandhills didn’t throw in the towel easily. But then, neither had my father, a man whose sunny persistence never failed him. “Our best days,” he liked to say, “are ahead of us.” In time I would learn that this was one of David’s guiding beliefs as well.

Thinking all this over, trying to weigh the upsides against the downs, I glanced out the window of the restaurant just as a kid in a striped T-shirt pedaled by on an old-fashioned bike. I suddenly remembered being that kid.

In its own way, Southern Pines was even prettier than nearby Pinehurst, more of a working town, with a railroad bisecting its thriving Main Street area into two neat halves. With its handsome old houses, towering magnolias, and sensible grid of streets named for New England and Midwestern states, Southern Pines—which an enterprising Southerner created to lure wealthy Yankees south and disencumber them from their money—was like a New England town set smack in the middle of the sleepy South. As towns go, it felt like a place that combined the best of both worlds: small town Southern life and Yankee village ingenuity.

“You know,” I said, suddenly embarking on a foolish trip down memory lane, “when I was a kid my parents had some friends named Howie and Brenda Butz. I think Howie worked with my dad at the Washington Post. They lived in a big old house on Massachusetts Avenue and had three or four kids, all girls—prissy, bossy, red-haired girls. We once went to visit them after playing golf at Mid Pines and stayed for supper. I was twelve or thirteen at the time. It was complete torture, till I found an old bicycle in their garage and escaped by pedaling all over Southern Pines. I decided this was the coolest town I’d ever seen and began to secretly wish we could live here instead of Greensboro, even if it meant I had to go to school with the ugly Butz sisters.”

David smiled. “Man, did you ever blow it. I think they all grew up to be supermodels. We had a piece on the Butz girls.”

I liked this guy. And I sensed I might enjoy working for him. I couldn’t help wondering if he possessed a decent golf swing.

“Truthfully, I always had this crazy fantasy about someday living here,” I confessed, “playing golf on weekends, writing about whatever passed in front of my nose. Kind of like Charlie Kuralt and E. B. White and Russell Baker rolled into one. That would be the life.”

David smiled. “Well, I’m the guy who can make that kind of fantasy happen. We may be small town but we’re not small time.” He explained that The Pilot was full of refugees and talented bail-outs from wider spots on the information highway. This included the editor of The Pilot, the paper’s ad director, even the circulation manager. “They either burned out or got sick of the bureaucracy and jumped at the chance to come live in a place where life is more sane and civilized—and the golf is great. They’ll tell you that coming here has given them a new lease on life. Ask’em.”

“Maybe I will,” I said, thinking I could use a new lease on life—or at least a fresh start of some kind.

“If you do come,” David chipped in, “you could even play in our majors.”

“You have majors?”

“A guy named John Dempsey and I ranked all the charity golf tournaments in town. Dempsey is the president of the local community college—a total golf nut. Your kind of guy. There’s a charity golf event just about every week starting in October.”

“I’m taking a sabbatical from all things golf,” I felt obliged to inform him. “I’m not sure when—or if—I’ll ever be back. Between you and me, I’m pretty fed up with the professional game right now. I can only bear to watch the majors these days. Haven’t yet figured out whether that’s because I’m such an old fogey or because the Tour has grown so colorless I can’t tell one player from the next save for Phil and Tiger. I’m hoping a long break from the game will recharge my batteries.”

“Not a problem. Everyone needs a break. I’ll bet you’ll come back raring to go—to play and write golf.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said, thinking how few things in life had given me more enjoyable moments, or better friends, than this funny old game.

SO HERE I WAS, still smarting from the beating I’d taken from Pine Valley but oddly relieved to be rolling into the Sandhills to take possession of a log cottage I’d never laid eyes on and to report to work at my first deadline newspaper job in more than thirty-five years.

My reverie was interrupted when my mobile phone rang out. The caller turned out to be my wife, simply checking to see if I’d survived my all-night drive from Pine Valley. She undoubtedly felt some responsibility for my being here, because it was she who had pushed me out the door to go say goodbye to Harvie Ward, which in turn led me to the lunch with David Woronoff and this unexpected new job. At this point, I hoped my revived golf writing would turn out to be considerably better than my revived golf playing.

“I’m safely here,” I told her, “just passing good old Belk department store. That’s where I used to buy my scout stuff about half a million years ago.”

“Oh, good,” she responded. “Why don’t you stop in there and get some nice new pants. Not scout pants, honey—golf pants.”

“But I don’t need new golf pants,” I argued pointlessly. “My old golf pants are only three years old. They haven’t even been through a full presidential election cycle yet.”

“They look like you’ve worn them every day since the first Bush administration. I know you really love the old fart look, sweetie, but you’re going to represent the newspaper at the Open. You should get something smart to wear for the tournament.”

“It’s a major championship,” I corrected her, a little cranky from being up all night as well as from the thought of having to shell out fifty bucks for new pants. “Not a tournament.”

“Whatever,” she said.

A few minutes later, inside Belk, I found a clerk standing by his cash register, examining his well-buffed cuticles.

“I need some new pants for the Open,” I said to him.

“Excellent,” he said, perking right up. “Anything particular in mind?”

“Pants for golf. I like cotton, preferably khaki. Reasonably priced or, better yet, dirt cheap.”

“I take it you’re a golfer?”

“Isn’t everyone who shops in here except for maybe the Boy Scouts?”

He sniffed. “Your timing is perfect. I have just the pants for you. These are absolutely flying out of the store. All the golfers are buying them. Tres retro.”

With visible reluctance, I followed him down several aisles to a table display where three different colors of cotton pants were neatly stacked. One stack was a faded lobster pink in hue. Another was the washed blue of a Carolina summer sky. The third was an electric shade of green.

I casually fingered the green duds. They did feel pretty good, and the clerk was right about retro. Point of fact, I hadn’t seen anybody wear outrageous green golf pants like these since I was a kid watching Arnold Palmer blow the Greater Greensboro Open.

I could still see the scene in my mind. There stood my hero, the King of Golf, in the muddy creek bed by the sixteenth green, clinging to a slim two-shot margin with three holes left to play in the tournament, wearing perhaps the brightest green pants anyone had ever seen.

I was on the sandy creek bank a few feet away as he hitched up his electric green pants and daringly attempted to blast his ball from the sand at the water’s edge, just missing the shot. Palmer’s army groaned in collective agony as his ball trickled down the bank and rolled into the water.

Hitching up his green duds a second time, Palmer blasted even harder and flew his ball twenty feet over the putting surface, after which he chipped back and untidily three-putted for a horrendous triple bogey that dropped him two strokes behind the new leader in the clubhouse, George Archer.

“The silence was deafening as he left the green,” I said, attempting to recapture the drama of the moment for the benefit of the Belk clerk, who was once again examining his cuticles. “Everyone was stunned, speechless. The King of Golf had blown the GGO, a tournament he always vowed to win. Years later, he personally told me that was one of the most painful moments of his professional life. Arnold never managed to win Greensboro, you see.”

“How tragic,” the clerk said sympathetically, then quickly returned to extolling the charms of the retro green pants. “Aren’t they simply fab-u-lous? In my opinion, these pants just say Pinehurst. Don’t you agree?”

I nodded, too tired to argue the point.

Before I realized it, the clerk had whipped out my exact size and was personally escorting me to the dressing room.

“You should wear them for Arnold Palmer at the Open golf tournament. He’ll love seeing you in them!” the clerk declared, hovering outside the dressing room door.

“It’s the U.S. Open championship,” I said testily, and then pointed out that Arnold Palmer was seventy-six years old and living quietly at home in Latrobe, Pennsylvania. He hadn’t played in a U.S. Open in nearly a decade.

“Oh well,” the clerk said with a sigh. “If you do see him again, be sure to wear these beautiful green slacks. They’ll take you both back to a much happier place.”


CHAPTER TWO

Sacred Ground

SHORTLY AFTER SUNRISE on Monday of Open week, I sauntered up to the media center of the 2005 Championship and presented my shiny new Pilot press credentials to a volunteer named Doris who was staffing the security checkpoint and X-ray machine. She took one glance at my badge, checked out my new electric green pants, and burst out laughing.

“My God,” she said, “I thought you were making it up about your ugly green pants. But, I guess not. Whoa, hon, are those britches ever green.”

In my second official Sunday Pilot column that had appeared the previous morning, I’d revealed to the paper’s readers that I’d bought the world’s ugliest green pants on my way into America’s golf capital, pants that supposedly “just said Pinehurst” but might as clearly have proclaimed I’d lost all sense of professional self-respect. For what it’s worth, this was the first time I’d had the nerve to wear them out in public. It was also the last time.

Doris punched me playfully on the arm as if we were old chums. She was your classic U.S. Open volunteer: tanned, fit, a beaming golf retiree from somewhere up North or maybe in the Midwest. “And before I forget, I loved that column you wrote about taking your mother’s old dog’s ashes back to Greensboro, dear. That was so sweet I clipped it and sent it to my son Lionel. He lives in Poughkeepsie. We used to have a pug named Mister Snuffy.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“And the one you wrote today in the Open Daily, dear—oh, my goodness.” Here she made a sweet gesture, feigning motherly speechlessness, touching her bosom with a flattened palm. “That Mr. Wind must have been something truly special.”

This remark stopped me in my tracks. The woman had read not only my first two Sunday columns in The Pilot but also today’s back-page column in the Open Daily. This meant she either had far too much free time on her hands or was possibly that rarest of things—a regular reader.

“Herb was a great guy,” I agreed, pointing out how fortunate I’d been to get to know the dean of America’s golf writers during the last years of his life. Wind, who suffered from Alzheimer’s, had passed away the week before I arrived back in the Sandhills. Among other things, our annual spring lunch at his favorite restaurant north of Boston had yielded several deeply revealing stories about Ben Hogan for my biography, which had just received the USGA International Book Award for 2005, mere days after Wind’s death. There was talk among the bluecoats of the USGA about renaming the award the Herb Wind Award, a move I wholeheartedly endorsed.

“I can’t believe you’ve read both my Sunday columns,” I said to Doris gratefully. She grinned at me and patted my hand.

“Are you kidding? You crack me up, cupcake. Can’t wait to see what you write about next. Herb loves’em, too. Aren’t I right, Herb?”

For an instant I was confused, then realized the Herb she meant was a skinny volunteer standing a few yards away, chatting with some other guy also decked out in the Open’s official volunteer regalia. Evidently this Herb was her husband. He was drinking coffee and sneaking a cigarette before the flood of spectators began.

“Right, Doris,” he responded with deadpan stare, leaking smoke from both nostrils.

“So what’s up for next Sunday, hon?”

“Whatever passes in front of my nose,” I said, shamelessly stealing a line from Russell Baker. I mentioned that someone in my neighborhood over in Weymouth Heights had a rooster that went off like a state-fair champion every morning at four a.m. sharp, my usual rising time, and I said I might write about him. I asked Doris if she had any suggestions. Gas pump gossips and championship gatekeepers are the lifeblood of small town newspaper hacks everywhere.

Doris nodded vigorously. “Maybe you can write about my Herbert. He snores like a backfiring truck. Don’t you, dear? Nobody over at Pinehurst Manor can even sleep!”

Herb glanced back at his wife. He had a face like a sack of old range balls.

“You’re crazy as any rooster, Doris,” he grumbled.

Doris cackled and I then turned to get on with my business, eager to make my noon deadline. By then I had to conceive, write, and file eight hundred reasonably intelligent, moderately insightful words about the first-day doings at the 105th United States Open. At this point, however, I had no clue who was doing what, or what those words might be about. But then, professional panic is my middle name.

“By the way, Mr. Funny Pants,” Doris called after me, her tone pleasant, “remember you’re only permitted to use your cell phone inside the media center—not on the golf course! Don’t make me come hunt you down, dear! Also, you might want to have the newspaper people take a new picture of you. The one they’re using, I have to tell you, is pretty dreadful. Makes you look like my husband!”

“Don’t mind her,” Herb muttered as I passed him. “Doris likes to run everybody’s life. She’s just sore because the USGA wouldn’t let her run the U.S. Open, too.”

WITH MY NEW PRESS pass dangling around my neck, I hiked along the first fairway of famed Pinehurst No. 2, enjoying the peaceful early slant of sunlight through the longleaf pines, inhaling the sweet perfume of freshly mown summer grass, hoping something interesting developed quickly.

It was simply impossible to walk here without thinking about all the greats of the game who had preceded me along this hallowed patch of turf, this sacred ground of the American game. It was also impossible to walk here without thinking about all the fine afternoons my dad and I had played good old No. 2 together, through good times and bad, fine weather and foul, mostly back in the days when you could just show up, slap down twenty-five bucks, shoulder your bag or hire a caddie, and take off on a golf adventure that would leave you bruised but happy.

Those simpler days were long gone, of course. Since the first Open was played there in 1999, Pinehurst No.2 has become even more of a public golf shrine, and now charged non–hotel guests at least four hundred dollars (counting the caddie and official souvenir golf towel) to play the course widely considered to be designer Donald Ross’s masterpiece. Furthermore, rumors perpetually circulated around the area that ClubCorp, the Dallas-based company that had owned the Pinehurst Resort since 1981, was about to jack the greens fees another hundred bucks the moment this latest Open road show packed up and left town. If that was true, on my humble new Pilot wages, it was doubtful I would ever play No. 2 again, at least anytime soon.

Still, there were few places I could think of that evoked such pleasant and even life-altering memories. One afternoon in the spring of 1983, for example, my dad and I hooked up for a casual round of golf on No. 2, a round that ended up changing the direction of my career. I arrived there on a brief break, a bit of a psychological wreck after having spent seven years working as a journalist in Atlanta—where I basically sacrificed my love of golf for career prospects—and now was headed for a long-anticipated job interview at the Washington Post, my dad’s old newspaper. After a fairly dismal round of golf on my part, while sitting together on the Donald Ross porch, I admitted to my dad that I was, in truth, fed up with writing about politicians and crime bosses in the New South—and wasn’t even sure I wanted to go work at the Post.

“I feel like I’m trafficking in other people’s sorrows, building a career on other people’s problems,” is how I put it to him.

Looking back on that critical bend in the road, which I eventually described in a book called Final Rounds, it perhaps wasn’t the major career crisis I imagined it to be at the time, but my dad’s simple, commonsense advice had a transformative and healing effect. “In that case, Bo, why don’t you write about things you love?” he said. “Things you care about or that simply interest you, and everything may fall into place. Things we love tend to take us where we need to go.”

A father’s simple advice. And a short time later, against the good advice of every colleague in the business, I turned down a job from an editor at the Post and went to work instead for Yankee Magazine in rural New Hampshire, trading my big-time newspaper ambitions for a fly rod and golden retriever pup, vowing to write only about things that either made someone laugh or pause to think, a career shift that opened a whole new world of possibilities and perhaps, looking back, may have even saved my life.

ANOTHER FELLOW WHO REACHED a turning point at Pinehurst was Ben Hogan. In 1940 he was nearly thirty years old and had yet to win on the professional golfing circuit. Twice during the previous decade he had failed to make the Tour and was forced to retreat to his hometown of Fort Worth and work a succession of menial jobs just to pay the rent and keep himself and his young wife in something to eat.

During the forty-eight months prior to coming to Pinehurst, though, the fanatically hardworking “Bantam Ben” had finished second no less than six times in tournament play, yet never managed to close the deal. With each near miss, rumors amplified that the chilly, workaholic Hogan planned to ditch the circuit if he didn’t break through and finally win a tournament—any tournament—soon.

In those days, the North and South Open at Pinehurst was one of the most popular stops in the game, regarded by some as the classiest tournament this side of a National Open. Two weeks prior to the start of the North and South, as always haunted by his missing father and driven by fear that he might never measure up to the field, Hogan did something he’d never done before. Following a tournament in Thomasville, Georgia, he skipped a pair of lucrative exhibition matches and drove his aging Buick straight to Pinehurst in order to practice and prepare by memorizing every feature of No. 2.

On opening morning, dressed in gray slacks, blue sweater, and a white flat cap that would soon become his sporting trademark, Hogan split the opening fairway of No. 2 with a new driver, carved a seven-iron shot to within twelve feet of the cup, and rapped home the putt for birdie. He birdied the second hole, too—three of the tournament’s opening four holes, in fact.

Clearly, he was a man on a mission, a man on fire. Two days later, Hogan finished the tournament thirteen strokes under par, three strokes ahead of his nearest rival, Sam Snead, and in the process nipped two strokes off the existing North and South record. “I was beginning to think I was an also-ran,” a visibly drained but elated Hogan told reporters as he accepted the trophy and first-place check from the celebrated course designer himself.

Four days after his stunning Pinehurst breakthrough, Hogan romped over the field at Greensboro and moved on to the Land o’ Sky Open at the Biltmore Forest Country Club in Asheville where, seventy-two hours later, he won again.

In ten days, Ben Hogan had won the first three professional golf tournaments of his life, something no player had ever done so quickly before, possibly the most sensational stretch of tournament golf ever played, a fact borne out by the impressive statistics of his accomplishment. Over 217 holes of competition, Hogan missed only three fairways, and he three-putted only twice. Pinehurst had worked its magic.

“I spent that crazy three-week period writing Ben’s name over and over,” John Derr remembered, when I called on him at his home in Pinehurst to talk about his longtime friendship with the Hawk. Derr had been the assistant sports editor at the Greensboro Daily News during Hogan’s big breakthrough. “There’s no question in my mind that he always felt coming to Pinehurst had saved his neck. There was something about this place that elevated his game and his spirit and opened a brand new world of possibilities to him. After coming to Pinehurst, he once admitted to me, he was never the same man again.”

My dad had also been a spectator in the North and South gallery that cool March afternoon at No. 2 and had come home inspired by what he’d witnessed. It was the only time my father ever saw Ben Hogan in real life. He, too, worked at the Greensboro Daily News, as an aviation writer and part-time ad salesman.

Within six months, my father would move on to a larger job in Maryland and soon would join the Eighth Army Air Force to train as a glider pilot. John Derr would move on, too—becoming first a military correspondent in the Far East and eventually a legendary broadcaster for CBS Radio, anchoring the tower at the sixteenth hole at Augusta for more than five decades. The parallel between these two upbeat sons of the Old North State was, I would come in time to realize, nothing shy of remarkable. They were exactly the same age, genial sons of small-town working men (a rural postman in Derr’s case, a carpenter in my dad’s) who’d dropped out of college to chase a life in newspapering.

During the war, they both became Golden Gloves boxers of some renown. John Derr boxed under the moniker Dirty Derr. My dad, briefly bantamweight champ of the Eighth Army Air Force, boxed as “Battling Brax.” They even resembled each other enough to have been mistaken for brothers. They both adored golf.

“I remember your dad,” Derr told me one afternoon after I’d revealed our other connections to the game and each other via Pinehurst, mentioning my dad and the Greensboro Daily News, where I’d started my own career in 1977. “What a small and marvelous world this is, don’t you agree? So, in effect, there were four of us sons of the game who got our starts here in the St. Andrews of America—Ben, your father, myself and you!”

I WAS THINKING about all of this, marveling at the sweet symmetry of golf and life, as I approached the green where the first practice group of Open hopefuls was dropping extra balls and putting them to try and get a handle on Donald Ross’s murderous putting surfaces.

I immediately spotted a player who I thought might be fun to follow for a while. I had a warm spot for him because he once kindly posed for a photograph with Jack at a Golf Writers Association dinner at Augusta and later agreed to sign the photograph, which now hung in Jack’s bedroom. The player was Tiger Woods.

Not far away, arms folded and watchful, stood Tiger’s new swing coach, Hank Haney. I knew Hank, too, though I wasn’t sure if he would remember me.

Tiger was putting a second ball from one of the green’s infamously firm and mounded edges. He was still grappling with the recent decline of his father, Earl Woods, and appeared to be deep in a cocoon of concentration that recalled Ben Hogan at his best.

While I was researching my Hogan book in Texas, Jack had spent a delightful week out at Hank’s golf ranch north of Dallas. He’d come away from the experience with a promising golf swing and a stated desire to become the next Tiger Woods. That was then, though, and this was now. What a difference two years and a foot of growth made.

As we all stood there on the dewy threshold of U.S. Open week, with our footsteps still visible in the tenacious Bermuda rough, Haney glanced over at me and smiled. I could see him flipping through his mental Rolodex, trying to put a name to a face.

I knew from a brief conversation with Paul Jett, No. 2’s head superintendent, that almost an acre of new sod had been planted around some of the course’s infamous putting greens, replacing grass that had failed to come back after a winter that was too warm and a spring that was too cold. A week ago, however, Carolina summer arrived in the nick of time, pushing daytime temperatures into the upper nineties and liberally watering the course with heavy evening thundershowers. You could almost see the grass growing and feel Jett’s relief. No. 2 had never looked more beautiful—or more intimidating.

After Tiger rapped another putt, Hank Haney casually strolled over.

I offered him my hand and reintroduced myself, reminding him of the lovely week Jack had enjoyed at his ranch.

Hank smiled broadly. “That’s right. Congratulations on the Hogan book, by the way. So how’s young Jack doing?”

I in turn congratulated him on his new association with Tiger Woods and said my son was doing well, explaining that he’d been selected to work as a group standard-bearer for Open week but was unable to get free of his school in time to do so. The truth was more complicated than this and, for me, disappointing. A few days before, after I’d gone to some length to secure a four-day spectator ticket so he could at least see the Open if not work in it, Jack had phoned to say he’d decided not to fly down as we’d agreed. His reason for not coming, as far as I was concerned, was pretty thin. “I want to hang out with my friends before they all go away for the summer,” he said. “I won’t get to see them again until the fall.”

Part of me could fully understood—even admire—his devotion to his pals. Another part of me couldn’t fathom his decision. Hard as I tried to convince myself it wasn’t so, I couldn’t help but take it as a personal rebuff.

“That’s too bad,” Hank commiserated, shaking his head. “He must be really disappointed.”

“I’m probably more disappointed than he is,” I admitted.

Three years after Jack’s productive interlude at Hank’s ranch in Texas, he was a rising sophomore in high school who seemed content to plug along on the junior varsity golf squad, equipped with a swing that resembled that of a young Tiger Woods, but rarely practicing between matches. His scores fluctuated between moments of brilliance and screwball comedy. Near as I could tell, for Jack, golf now ranked somewhere above playing ice hockey but definitely below watching independent movies, wooing girls, and composing songs on his guitar.

“I remember what a promising swing he has,” Hank remarked.

“Nice golf swings are wasted on the young,” I said. “I’m afraid the swing you gave him is more advanced than his desire to actually use it at the moment.”

In retrospect, this was probably more than I should have said, but I was deeply disappointed not to have my son with me at Pinehurst that week—and more than a little worried that his interest in the game might be trailing off.

Hank smiled understandingly, shifting his gaze back to his famous client. “Well, just give it time. Maybe you should bring Jack down here anyway after the Open leaves. This place can light a fire in any kid’s belly.”

“I hope to do that,” I said, remembering my own volatile teenage epiphany in the Sandhills. I later realized Hank’s words were eerily similar to Harvie Ward’s.

“Tell him I said hello—and to keep at the game.” Hank moved along as Tiger strode past us toward the second tee.

“Will do. Good luck to you and Tiger. I know Jack will be rooting for him.”

Just then, my cell phone rang. Heads swiveled, one of which belonged to Tiger Woods. Glancing neutrally in my direction, he shook his head and then smiled as if to say it was only Monday and everything was cool.

NONETHELESS, KNOWING I was in violation of the rules, I ducked quickly out of sight behind a small set of spectator bleachers and hurried for the relative isolation of an empty concession stand.

The imperious voice that greeted my whispered “hello” belonged to an elderly woman who held very firm views about golf, life, and everything else of human or spiritual consequence.

“I just read the nicest thing about you in the Boston newspaper,” declared Mary Pat Robinson. “Your lovely wife tells me you have gone home to the hills—or in your case, dear, the Sandhills.”

Dame Pat was eighty-four, a formidable bookseller I’d known for fifteen years who had once managed the Dartmouth College Bookstore and been a leading literary rep for a major New York publisher. She’d known Dylan Thomas and Robert Frost on a first-name basis, corresponded with reclusive William Saroyan, once lunched at the Plaza with M. F. K. Fisher, and was presented a bouquet of spring jonquils by an admiring Virginia Woolf. Most interesting of all to me, besides being my surrogate mom and de facto literary advisor, Dame Pat had once taken an impromptu golf lesson from none other than Ben Hogan. While stationed in England as a navy wife, she’d also helped organize volunteers for the 1953 Ryder Cup matches at Wentworth—the one that came on the heels of Hogan’s greatest year of golf, and for which he failed to show up to play for the Americans, setting off a firestorm of criticism on both sides of the Atlantic.

Unfortunately, Pat had recently suffered a heart attack and been forced to give up both golf and her post at the bookstore. She was recuperating at her daughter Jane’s cottage by the sea in South Harpswell, Maine.

“I see in the paper this morning that your Hogan biography has won the USGA’s top award. Bravo and kudos to you, young man. A well-deserved honor. I know how hard you worked on that book. Mr. Hogan would be very pleased, I think.”

“Thanks,” I said. “So how are you feeling?”

“Not terribly inclined to get up and go dancing, if that’s what you’re asking. On the other hand, I’m seated here in Jane’s garden this morning looking across the water at Orr’s Island. So there’s no reason to moue about my plight. Where have I found you, dear?”

“Hiding in a dark concession booth at the Open,” I explained. “The bad news, madam, is that I’m not supposed to have this cell phone on. The good news is, you just disturbed Tiger Woods.”

“Oh, really?” Pat gave a snort, followed by a girlish giggle. “Perhaps you should have a word with him about his most unbecoming behavior. He just might listen to you.”

I loved pushing Dame Pat’s buttons and had to smile at the notion that Tiger might listen to anything I had to say.

“I’m going to have to call you back, Pat. I’m in violation of the rules.”

“Very well,” she said with a sigh. “Just remember one thing.”

“Yes ma’am?”

“At this moment in time, dear boy, you are exactly where you are meant to be. I believe that with my whole heart and you must, too. Promise you won’t forget that.”

“Promise,” I said, wondering vaguely what she was getting at.

Tiger Woods was one subject about which Dame Pat and I agreed to respectfully disagree. The proper schoolgirl in her couldn’t abide Tiger’s emotional outbursts, his violent fist pumps, and occasional expletives. The very things that attracted Jack and a generation of impressionable young golfers like him to Tiger Woods deeply offended the old-fashioned values of Dame Pat, who believed Ben Hogan’s cool and regal demeanor established the gold standard for behavior on the course.

Given the blandness of modern players and corporate dominance of current professional golf, on the other hand, I believed fans everywhere should have thanked their lucky stars for the likes of Tiger Woods, Phil Mickelson, John Daly, Sergio Garcia, and a handful of other throwbacks to a time when players revealed their personalities and passion on the golf course. Ironically, Ben Hogan’s chilly gray personality—underscored by his heroic comeback and success—helped bring about a transformation of the Tour’s personalities from colorful characters to emotionally constipated automatons, overcoached protégés of swing gurus and sports psychologists who mistook Hogan’s fabled reserve for a genius that could be emulated in order to create a champion. In fact, the source of Hogan’s forbiddingly remote persona had nothing to do with “playing within himself,” as a certain TV commentator forever droned on about, but rather with a shattering boyhood experience—his father’s suicide when Hogan was ten, an event that happened probably directly in front of him—that sent young Bennie Hogan on a lifelong quest to feel both accomplished and loved. As no less an authority than sportswriter Dirty Derr and several of Hogan’s closest lunch pals confirmed, the powerful desire to feel as if he belonged in the world of successful men was really the motivating factor that drove Ben Hogan to conquer his demons and the world of professional golf. This was really Hogan’s famous “secret.”

What Dame Pat and I did wholeheartedly agree upon, in any case, was that modern professional golf was in danger of finally doing something that the Augusta National Golf Club founder Clifford Roberts had once warned Masters champion Arnold Palmer about in 1960, the year Palmer captured his second Masters.

“Cliff told me the one thing that could kill professional golf was if we ever reached a point where too much money was flowing around the game,” Palmer told me during an early morning chat in his Latrobe workshop, as we discussed the directions the modern game was taking. “He felt that if the sponsors ever came to mean more to a tournament’s life than the fans who turned out to support it, why, that just might be the beginning of the end of pro golf’s popular appeal. The players would play for money rather than the love of playing, and you’d eventually get one big business rather than a game.”

This explained why, the King added, the Masters had always remained the Masters, unadorned by any named corporate patron, with its financial sponsorship significantly downplayed out of simple respect for the championship’s difficulty and importance to fans of the game.

I thought of Roberts’s prophetic warning every time I saw another tournament being taken over by some corporate behemoth that wanted its name and logo plastered on every possible freestanding space at a tournament venue. In 2004 the venerable Western Open, once considered on par with the National Open in stature, had been officially rechristened the Cialis Western Open, giving a whole new spin to the timeless golfing maxim “Never up, never in.”

Moreover, at a moment when the PGA Tour, drunk with sponsorship and advertising dollars, seemed to stretch numb-ingly from New Year’s Day to Christmas Eve, taking only brief timeouts for either the odd-year Ryder Cup and Presidents Cup plus a handful of meaningless made-for-TV golf matches staged in exotic locales, professional golf seemed, at least from my perspective, not only more colorless and unappealing with each passing year, but further removed from its fan base. Corporate skyboxes, premium seating, restricted interview areas—all were relatively new to the tournament scene.

Factor in players who traveled with royal entourages that typically included a personal swing coach, physical fitness trainer, psychologist, caddie, agent, and personal financial advisor, and you had a formula for a slow death by corporate prosperity—or, as King Arnold once said, “forgetting what the game means and how you got here.”

Admittedly, I’d been spoiled by coming of age during professional golf’s most colorful and entertaining years—beginning with Arnold Palmer and Jack Nicklaus and lasting a few years beyond Greg Norman and Nick Faldo—an era that embraced everything from Calvin Peete’s wonderful four-part golf swing to Ben Crenshaw’s stylish mastery of the greens, from Lee Trevino’s “Merry Mex” routine to Fuzzy Zoeller’s towel-waving antics. We all understood that Nicklaus was the best there had ever been, but when Tom Watson captured his five Claret Jugs in the cold links wind of the British Open, we had to blink back tears, too. We died a small death watching the Great White Shark blow all those major championships, and marveled at Seve Ballesteros’s Moorish magician skills from field and stream. We loved watching Johnny Miller drive a golf ball down the stretch, or classy Nick Price pull off a murderous up and down in the clutch. We even developed a sideways affection for the flinty charm of Nick Faldo. Ditto Curtis Strange, Hale Irwin, Raymond Floyd—they weren’t easy characters to fall in love with, but they all instinctively understood Walter Hagen’s maxim that golf is a showman’s game and they all put on one hell of a show.

Watching Payne Stewart win his first National Open at Hazeltine in 1991 was anything but dull—he was a passionate young man on fire with the idea of conquering the world. Eight years later, his emotional, come-back triumph at Pinehurst No. 2 was simply the exclamation point on one of the game’s most colorful careers—and, in many respects, the close of pro golf’s most colorful period.

Luckily for all of golf, a Stanford college boy named Tiger Woods—the Harvie Ward of his day, one might dare to say—began making headlines about that time and soon claimed an unprecedented three U.S. Amateur Championships on his way into the professional ranks. A generation of kids like my son began to take notice.

Since that time, though, according to the National Golf Foundation, participation of Americans in the game of golf had not only leveled off but had even begun to decline for the first time since the days of Arnold Palmer. Old-line clubs were withering on the vine, desperate to find new members. Hotshot upscale public courses built in the blush of golf’s booming years in the late 1990s were now declaring bankruptcy and even being sold off for house lots. Many blamed the horror of 9/11 for the big chill that fell over the hospitality industry in general and the golf world in particular.

Whatever the cause, as an aging patron of the game myself now, I happened to believe the real source of the problem was that pro golf had become, in a word, too boring to watch. More skilled and athletic than ever before, the players’ passion was rarely if ever on display.

Johnny Miller’s genius, like Faldo’s, now shone from the broadcast booth, and not even the greatest stage of all, the United States Open Championship, was immune to employee review.

Not long after I said goodbye to Harvie Ward, the newest editor in chief of my old magazine tracked me down to see if I would be willing to write a monthly essay “defending,” as he put it, “the traditional values of the game.”

“I wasn’t aware the traditional values of golf needed to be defended,” I said to him, a bit mystified by his premise.

“Specifically,” he argued, “a growing number of people are beginning to think the U.S. Open might have outlived its usefulness and ought to be either radically revamped or maybe scrapped all together. The players say it’s too hard, and some sponsors feel it could be, well, a lot more exciting.”

I had never met this man before. He seemed a nice enough chap—the second or possibly third editor my old magazine had employed since the new corporate bosses fired the man who’d spent twenty-five years turning it into the game’s top golf publication.

“So, exactly what do you want me to do?” I was at least curious to hear him out. We seemed to agree, after all, that pro golf had grown a trifle dull. We just seemed to have a different cure for the problem.

“We see you doing an essay explaining why the U.S. Open shouldn’t be scrapped or significantly altered. You’d become our voice of tradition. There will be other debates down the road, of course. We’re going for something edgier, and we think golf should, too.”

When I had casually mentioned this to Pat Robinson one day at lunch, she gave one of her mare-like snorts of disbelief.

“If that’s their attitude,” said Pat, “I’m surprised you would wish to have your name on their silly masthead. If the Open is outdated, dear boy, so are you.”

She was right, of course. Unfortunately, I’d already written the essay and fired it off to the new editor, pointing out how, even with its dull cookie-cutter players and sports shrinks and whatnot, the U.S. Open was still the National Open and still the hardest golf championship on earth to win. The next day I e-mailed this same young editor and politely requested that my name be removed from his masthead. A short time later, the new corporate owners fired the edgy young editor.

FOLLOWING MY ILLICIT cell phone conversation with Dame Pat, I roamed happily over the grounds of my favorite unchanging golf championship, chatting up fans and elderly volunteers, making field notes on young players whose names I didn’t even recognize, eavesdropping on player-caddy conversations, watching ground crews go through their last-minute preparations, and generally soaking up the relaxed ambiance of Open Monday in the pines.

Along the way I met a couple from Kentucky who drove all night in order to watch a youngster from their town who snagged the final qualifying spot in the championship, and I met as well a pair of newlyweds who planned their honeymoon at the Pinehurst Resort to coincide with the Open championship so they could make a provocative wager of a highly creative nature on the outcome.

By the putting green I watched my old friend Davis Love III put on his game face, and I strolled over to say hello. At this point I also saw my good friend Eddie Merrins from the Bel-Air Country Club waving me over to the practice tee.

“I want you to meet a really special young man—your kind of guy,” said the famous Little Pro, leading me along the back of the range to a large, sweating teddy bear of a fellow hitting balls into the pale blue sky. His name was Jason Gore, a new father just up from the nationwide Tour who grabbed one of the National Open’s final qualifying spots. He’d driven from Tennessee with his wife and infant daughter, having his car burglarized along the way.

“I don’t know if I have any chance of winning,” Gore informed me after a friendly twenty-minute chat about his late father and his difficult road to Pinehurst, “but it thrills me beyond belief to be here. I dreamed of this as a kid. I just wish my dad was still around to see this. If I could finish in the top twenty … wow.”

“How about if you won? I’ll bet that would make your dad happy,” I said to him, thinking of my own father somewhere in the golf afterlife—and even more of Jack, wishing he was here to meet Jason Gore.

Gore grinned like an overgrown kid. “Oh man. He’d be totally thrilled—beside himself.”

A LITTLE WHILE LATER, with my noon deadline looming, I slipped through the media center to say goodbye to my colleagues from The Pilot and head back to write my Tuesday column in the relative quiet of the paper’s offices.

Inside the center, I bumped into my former colleagues Mike Purkey, John Feinstein, and Peter Kessler, chatting with a guy from the media colossus that had recently acquired my former magazine. I congratulated Purkey on helping Eddie Merrins craft his delightful memoirs. I also congratulated Peter on his recently syndicated golf show on XM Radio, and John on his latest terrific sports book.

Mike congratulated me on venturing back to my journalism roots to work for The Pilot. “I always had a hunch you might wind up back where you started,” he said pleasantly.

“You sound like Harvie Ward,” I told him.

“Once a Carolina boy …” Mike said with a knowing shrug.

“What’s this about you going to work for a weekly newspaper?” asked the executive, whose parent company had bought our magazine and put us both on the street. “I mean, are things really that bad?” He gave what some might have interpreted as a sympathetic smile.

The collar of his polo shirt was artfully turned up. Personally, I’ve never cared for guys who artfully turn up their collars. Or maybe it was his cologne.

“On the contrary,” I told him as pleasantly as possible, “I’m having a great time. I’m just going back now to try and become the new Dick Taylor or Charlie Price. Or maybe just do a Derr and Drum.”

He stared blankly, obviously having never heard of Taylor and Price. Dick Taylor was a legendary editor of Golf World magazine, a publication started by former Tour public relations man Bob Harlow in Pinehurst during the late 1940s. Charles Price, who literally wrote the book on the Masters, began his career covering pony races and putting contests for the tiny Pinehurst Outlook, the area’s first newspaper. John Derr gave up his CBS broadcast booth to retire to Pinehurst in the 1970s, while Pittsburgh sports reporter Bob Drum—who covered young Arnie Palmer’s ascent and popularized the phrase “modern Grand Slam”—moved to the Sandhills to work for the Diamondhead Corporation in the 1980s and do his delightful, curmudgeonly Drummer’s Beat segments for the aforementioned CBS.

In my opinion, these guys not only distinguished our chosen profession but defined the grace and charm of old Pinehurst, creating a golf fraternity that made the likes of me yearn to somehow join their ranks.

“So what will you be writing about?” Artful Polo asked. “Who won the ladies club final or painted the naughty words on the town water tower?”

“You know,” I admitted, “those are things I’d love to know and write about.”

“Me, too,” Mike said, winking.

I was tempted to launch into a speech about what a publishing dynamo The Pilot really was. At a time when daily newspapers everywhere were hemorrhaging vast amounts of red ink, closing bureaus, and laying off news staffs, the community newspaper of the Sandhills was thriving under David Woronoff’s creative leadership and possibly reinventing the industry from the grass-roots level. At least four times during the twelve years Woronoff and his partners had owned it, The Pilot had been named the top general-interest newspaper in North Carolina. At least twice it had been picked top community newspaper in America.

Another part of me, however, realized that the effort to explain any of this to this corporate hipstser would be pointless. So I simply wished them all best of British luck and started for the door, pointing out I had a deadline to make for my Tuesday Open Daily column. But then I stopped and walked back to the group.

“By the way,” I calmly said to Artful Polo, “The Pilot is not a weekly newspaper. It comes out three times a week.”

Purkey laughed, and Feinstein and Kessler smiled. They seemed to have no difficulty grasping why I’d come back to get in touch with my roots.

“We know the truth,” Peter quipped. “You’re really here for the same reason any golfer comes to live in Pinehurst. You want to work on your game. That’ll just be our little secret.”

“It’s called the Pinehurst cure,” I said in agreement. “Harvie Ward told me about it. Don’t tell my boss that’s what I’m really after.”

As it happened, my new boss was standing a few feet away and had overheard this entire exchange.

“Nice pants,” David Woronoff commented dryly as I walked past him toward the media center exit.

“Glad you like’em!” I barked the way Bob Drum might have as he headed somewhere to meet a looming deadline. “I’ll wear them to my first Sandhills major.”

“Can’t wait,” David shot back with a laugh. “Those pants just say Pinehurst.”
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