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For Bill Campbell, John Derr, and Rayburn Tucker,

a true American Triumvirate,

with my deepest gratitude





No one has tasted the full flower of life until he has known poverty, love, and war.

—O. HENRY

When I look back at those days, I was lucky to have had ol’ Ben and Byron to play against. Damn straight they made me a better player, and I hope they feel the same way about me.

—SAM SNEAD
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Billy Joe Patton, Ben Hogan, Bobby Jones, and Sam Snead




Prologue

ODE TO BILLY JOE

LET’S BEGIN WITH PERHAPS the most memorable Masters ever played, the last time Sam Snead, Byron Nelson, or Ben Hogan won a major golf championship.

The year was 1954, and the unlikely star who outshone the three greatest players since Bobby Jones was a genial, wisecracking, thirty-two-year-old lumber broker from the foothills of North Carolina’s Blue Ridge Mountains, an unknown amateur named William Joseph Patton—“Billy Joe” to his friends back home in tiny Morganton.

Prior to his unlikely summons to Augusta, the most outstanding items on Billy Joe’s résumé were lone victories in the Carolina Amateur and the Carolina Open and a somewhat surprising appointment as an alternate to the 1953 Walker Cup team, which netted him the Masters invitation. He was known for his sharp wit and infectious storytelling, his blazing backswing and go-for-broke style of play that often sent his drives anywhere but the fairway. His buddies back at the Mimosa Hills Country Club were almost as amused as they were impressed by his unexpected new honor. Several made a point, in fact, of asking Billy Joe to at least bring home an autograph by Ben Hogan or Sam Snead.

Five decades later, not long before he passed away, Billy Joe Patton sat on a pretty terrace at the retirement home where he lived in Morganton, and recalled the most remarkable week of his life.

“I drove down to Augusta on Monday of Masters week very excited that I would finally get to meet Snead, Hogan, and Nelson. I’d only seen Byron and Ben play in Greensboro and Asheville. I also decided that, with nothing to lose, I would just try to have some fun. The instant I turned up Magnolia Lane, though, my heart was racing like you can’t believe.

“In those days, players parked right in front of the clubhouse. So I parked and got my clubs out of the trunk and noticed a Cadillac convertible sitting nearby with a fella wearing a banded straw hat sitting there talking to a lady. ‘Oh, my God,’ I said to myself. ‘That’s Sam Snead.’ I tried not to disturb them, but as I passed Sam Snead looked over at me, winked, and tipped his hat.

“I knew it was going to be a fun week,” Billy Joe recalled fifty-five years after the fact, with a roguish little twinkle in his eyes. “That was the first time I ever saw Sam Snead.”

But it wouldn’t be the last. With a homemade golf swing that was quicker than a frightened hummingbird, Billy Joe entered the tournament’s annual long-drive contest on Wednesday afternoon and won it with a poke of 338 yards, the first time an amateur had ever done so. Members of the press swarmed around the well-dressed Carolinian with gray-flecked hair and neat rimless eyeglasses, discovering a fellow who was not only having the time of his life but also charming fans with every utterance and unorthodox swing. “Are you planning to hit the ball that hard in the tournament?” one of them demanded. Billy Joe smiled. “Well,” he drawled pleasantly, “I didn’t come this far to lay up, that’s for sure. You didn’t pay to see me play it safe.”

He followed up this disarming swagger by shooting 70 on a cold and blustery opening day to tie veteran E. J. “Dutch” Harrison for the first-round lead. Only two other players in the field, Lloyd Mangrum and Jack Burke Jr., managed to shoot under par that day. Defending champion Ben Hogan got around the course in 72, former champion Sam Snead in 74. And Byron Nelson, who retired from competitive golf at the end of the 1946 season but never missed an opportunity to compete in the Masters, split the difference between his great rivals with an opening 73.

Going in, these three were the unchallenged favorites at golf’s most prized invitational event, more or less in that order. Each, after all, had won the Masters twice. Between them they owned twenty-one major championships, nine Vardon trophies for the year’s lowest scoring average, eleven Player of the Year honors, fourteen Ryder Cup appearances and no fewer than thirteen PGA Tour records. But on the heels of his extraordinary year in 1953, when he won five of the eight events he entered and captured the Masters, U.S. Open, and British Open, Ben Hogan had announced his plans to dial back his appearances and join his longtime friend and rival Byron Nelson in retirement.

Many felt Slammin’ Sammy Snead wouldn’t be far behind. Though he still displayed the silkiest natural swing ever seen in championship golf, within a month he would turn forty-two, an old man by tour standards. For the record, Byron had already reached that mark, and Hogan would hit it later that year in August.

“There was an unmistakable feeling that an era was ending that year at Augusta,” says Bill Campbell, the other outstanding amateur in the field that week, a thoughtful West Virginian playing in his fourth Masters. Something of a protégé of Snead’s, he would go on to anchor eight Walker Cup teams and eventually serve as president of the United States Golf Association. “Everyone knew why Sam and Ben and even Byron were there. Each one wanted one more major title, ideally the Masters, because they each owned two titles and together they had more or less put the Masters on the map. Everyone was watching to see who would take the rubber match, so to speak. But that’s what makes what Billy Joe accomplished all the more wonderful. He stole the show from the three greatest players who ever played at one time, on the greatest stage in golf.”

On day two, when the weather turned colder and gustier, Harrison carded a 79 and Hogan slipped back a stroke to 73, leaving Billy Joe alone atop the leaderboard at the halfway mark with 144. Cary Middelcoff, who was five strokes off the lead, took a glance at the board with the easygoing amateur in first and sourly grumbled, “If that guy wins the Masters, it will set golf back fifty years.” One veteran wire service reporter aptly dubbed the colorful amateur the “Falstaff from the Foothills.”

The fans couldn’t have disagreed more. As he strolled Augusta National’s lushly groomed fairways, at times twirling a club and whistling out loud, Billy Joe waved to friends from back home in the gallery and exchanged warm greetings with any stranger who cheered him on, and shook every hand offered from behind the ropes. “Always wink at the crowds,” he advised a young player making a similar debut decades later. “That way everybody thinks you’re winking at them.”

Ben Hogan wasn’t the least bit pleased to be paired with the talk of the tournament for his third round. Since his miraculous return from a terrible car accident that nearly took his life in late 1949, he had won six major championships and achieved mythic stature in American sports. Long considered the coldest and most methodical player who ever played, and quite possibly the finest shotmaker of all time, he was a legend whose personal omerta was a code of silence that suffered no fools and certainly not a gabby amateur, and everything Billy Joe did that day irritated the poker-faced Hogan, starting with the fact that he, like millions of Americans, seemed to play golf purely for the fun of it. For Ben Hogan, golf wasn’t merely a source of livelihood and fame; it was his sole means of survival. Fun never entered the equation.

The amateur’s first big sin was outdriving his playing partner on the opening holes. Then, as they were walking together to the fourth tee, one of his High Country pals playfully called out, “Hey, Billy Joe, who’s that little guy in the funny white cap?”

The comment probably wasn’t meant to be malicious or insulting, most likely just an attempt to help keep his friend loose and free-swinging. But as Billy Joe predictably began spraying his drives right and left, the “Wee Ice Man”—as admiring Scots in 1953 at the British Open had nicknamed Hogan—refused to pay the amateur any attention, and his expression grew even more glacial after Billy Joe executed several near-impossible recovery shots from deep trouble to save par, prompting Hogan to mutter as he trudged off the ninth green, “I can’t stand this.”

True to form, however, Hogan buckled down and finished with a 69, while Billy Joe ambled into the house wearing the same catfish smile, lucky to have carded a 75, but still the new darling. “Billy Joe had put on a wonderful display,” Bill Campbell remembers, “but the feeling around the tournament was that it was time for the amateurs to step aside and let the legends take over and settle the matter. That would most likely be Sam or Ben.”

Snead’s third-round 70 could easily have been three shots better, but he was still in the thick of it. Nelson, on the other hand, followed an untidy second-round 76 with a 74 that pretty well took him out of contention for a third title. He would, however, rally in the final round and finish tied for twelfth, not bad, Herbert Warren Wind later noted, for a man who’d retired nearly a decade before.

As Ben Hogan strode down the fairway of the fourth hole in the final round, bound tightly in adhesive leg bandages from groin to ankle and wrapped in his own secure world of absolute mental isolation, a thunderous roar came off the sixth hole ahead, causing him to do something he rarely did in the heat of competition. Spotting a wire service reporter, he walked over to ask what had just happened. The reporter held up one finger.

“Billy Joe just made an ace on six,” he said. Hogan showed no emotion.

At the sixth tee, a second sustained roar echoed through the pines. Billy Joe, Hogan learned, had just birdied the eighth hole. And after his drive on seven found the heart of the fairway, he heard another roar come from the direction of the clubhouse. That turned out to be Billy Joe’s birdie at nine.

The greatest player of the age and the amiable amateur were now tied for the lead in the eighteenth edition of the Masters.

As Hogan stood on the eleventh tee, Billy Joe hit his drive on the famous par-five thirteenth, a low slice that stopped in the pine trees bordering the fairway. From this spot, most experienced players intent on winning a major championship would chose wisdom over valor and lay up short of Rae’s Creek, allowing themselves a short pitch to the green and a decent shot at birdie.

Billy Joe, however, hearing the summons of the gods in his ears, gambled on a different path to glory. All week long his fans had been issuing glandular rebel yells and patting him on the back, urging him to go for every risky shot on this notoriously unforgiving golf course. One bit of fanciful Augusta lore holds that as he was trying to decide between going for the green or laying up, a big-time gambler—who stood to lose a fortune if one of the favorites got upset by some good-time hacker—took Billy Joe’s elbow and informed him that his mama had been rushed to the hospital back home, hoping this news might derail his freight train.

No one knows for sure if that really happened, but Billy Joe chose to go for the green and knocked his second shot into the creek. After retrieving his ball from the water, choosing to play the chip in his bare feet, he slipped and dumped his ball in the water for a second time in ten minutes. The huge gallery went deathly quiet, witnessing every amateur’s nightmare being played out before them. Unsmiling for the first time that week, Billy Joe wound up with a double-bogey seven on the hole.

Back on hole eleven, meanwhile, unaware of Billy Joe’s troubles ahead, Hogan made a rare tactical error by attacking a flag tucked in the lower front portion of the green; his approach shot trickled into the pond, producing a Greek chorus of groans from the vast galleries assembled on three pivotal holes in what Herb Wind would soon christen “Amen Corner.”

Hogan took six there, but Billy Joe’s adrenaline and poor choices resulted in a costly bogey on fifteen. As he was tapping in for his seven at fifteen, three holes ahead Sam Snead finished his round with a workmanlike 72 that put him in the house at 289—and, for the moment at least, in sole possession of the lead. His partisans were going crazy up on the hilltop by the clubhouse. Just under an hour later, however, Hogan limped home with an unhappy 75 that tied him. At this stage of his life and career, the last thing Ben wanted to endure was a playoff—especially against his greatest remaining rival. On the other hand, he was relieved that he wouldn’t have to battle an amateur with a wild swing and a free spirit for his third Masters title.

By that point, Billy Joe Patton was standing under the famous oak tree by the clubhouse, enjoying a cold beverage and signing autographs and soaking up the congratulations of every Masters patron who passed by. A few minutes before, having just missed an eighteen-foot putt for birdie that would have put him in the playoff for the 1954 title, Billy Joe had dropped his head in disappointment—but quickly raised it again and beamed at the crowd, as if he still heard the angels singing.

“They all wanted to shake his hand,” remembered CBS broadcaster and fellow North Carolinian John Derr. “Billy Joe was suddenly every ordinary golfer’s hero—a guy who’d nearly beaten the two finest players of the age on what was becoming the single most admired setting in golf.”

The next day’s playoff shaped up like a golf junkie’s dream come true, the two reigning titans of the game in a head-to-head rubber match for glory with all the intimacy of a country club match-play final.

As events unfolded, however, they both played careful and fairly uninspired golf through twelve holes, but Snead made his move by making a birdie at thirteen. Showing visible signs of fatigue, Hogan three-putted on sixteen for a bogey four. During their match, it would be remembered, he reached every green in regulation whereas Snead hit only fourteen. But he needed thirty-six putts against his opponent’s thirty-three, and therein lay the winning margin. Ben shot 71, Sam a stroke better.

At the presentation ceremony, as they posed with Bob Jones for a photograph with the real star of the week—the tournament’s low amateur—Snead grinned and said, “Hey, Billy Joe, you damn near got the whole turkey.”

“Well, Sam, I gave it my best.” Billy Joe was still in a daze, he admitted later, because he’d learned his performance meant he would be invited back next year.

Snead turned to Hogan. “It’s nice of you to let me have another one,” he drawled as Bob Jones helped him slip on his champion’s green jacket, then added playfully, “Hey, brother, I thought someone said you were going to retire. Did you forget?”

Hogan smiled, always gracious in defeat. “Only how to putt, Sam,” he replied.

The comment was telling. Neither man would win another major championship.

From this moment, an officially “retired” Ben Hogan’s public appearances became much rarer events, highlighted by a pair of near-wins in the next two Masters and a trio of breathtakingly contested U.S. Opens in ’55, ’56, and ’60. He would win only one more tournament—his fourth Colonial National Invitational in 1959. At this point his vaunted skills would sharply taper away and his tournament entries would dwindle until they ceased altogether in 1971.

The seemingly ageless Sam Snead, on the other hand, enjoyed something of a playing renaissance, winning fourteen more tour events and another six times on the senior tour. Similar to Hogan, he made bold runs at four more major championships only to come up just shy. Before he was finished, however, he would win five World Senior titles and continue to tour and give exhibitions until he became the pro emeritus at his beloved Greenbrier Resort in West Virginia, the first man to win a PGA event in six different decades.

Whatever else is true of the 1954 Masters, the real winners that remarkable week were the Masters tournament itself and the game’s popularity in America at large. Patton’s play and the hugely anticipated battle royale between Hogan, Snead, and Nelson generated more press coverage around the world than any time since Jones left the game—confirming a growing belief that the Masters had finally achieved major parity with the British and American opens and the PGA Championship, bringing out the best in pro and amateur alike on a course that would soon be familiar to every golf fan on the planet.

Billy Joe’s smiling mug appeared on the cover of Newsweek magazine, and golf writer Charlie Price declared that golf had a new “Give ’em hell people’s hero,” the kind of guy any fan could relate to. In the tournament’s afterglow, golf clubs across the land reported a significant uptick in membership inquiries, while driving ranges and public courses that summer reported record turnouts.

The end of an era that Bill Campbell had sensed was real. In the same summer, a younger Coke-swigging amateur from western Pennsylvania won the United States Amateur Championship in Detroit and decided to try to make a living in professional golf. He, too, had a go-for-broke style that every golf fan could relate to. In some ways, Billy Joe Patton had merely been the warm-up act for Arnold Daniel Palmer.

Within two years, the Masters would be televised for the first time; and two years after that Palmer would capture his first green jacket and the hearts of millions of American golfers.

“If a single golf tournament ever had a more magical week I simply can’t name it,” Herb Wind told me one cool April afternoon in 2001, during what had become an annual post-Masters lunch at his retirement village north of Boston. “I agree with those who say Billy Joe’s Masters represented a turning point in the game of golf. Ben, Sam, and Byron, after all, had set the stage for golf’s greatest period of expansion. But they were just leaving that stage, passing the torch, if you will, to Arnold and Jack Nicklaus and eventually all the rest. Now we have young Tiger Woods.”

Woods had won his first Masters in 1997, and this was our third spring luncheon, but I wasn’t there to talk about golf’s most exciting newcomer. I was there to collect Wind’s thoughts about Ben Hogan, Byron Nelson, Sam Snead, and the era of golf he perhaps understood better than anyone.

Not long after I helped Arnold Palmer write his memoirs in 1998, Ben Hogan’s estate invited me to write an authorized biography of the most elusive superstar in the game’s history. Before I officially said yes, I wanted to talk with Herb in depth about Hogan’s career and to see if he shared my growing belief that Hogan, along with Snead and Nelson, had shaped modern golf in a number of ways.

This wasn’t just my own theory. During my decade at Golf Magazine, and another ten years as golf correspondent for Departures, I’d spent a nice chunk of time interviewing early tour stars like Gene Sarazen, Henry Picard, and Paul Runyan, as well as a host of younger pros including Tommy Bolt, Cary Middlecoff, Jack Burke Jr., Mike Souchak, Bob Rosburg, Dow Finsterwald, Dave Marr, Don January, Ken Venturi, Jack Fleck, Eddie Merrins, amateur legends Bill Campbell and Harvie Ward, and, of course, the incomparable Arnold Palmer. To a man, in some form or another, they pointed to the galvanizing effect that Hogan, Snead, and Nelson had on the game.

In 1994, I spent two days chatting with Byron Nelson at his Fairway Ranch in Roanoke, Texas, ostensibly to gather insights for the fiftieth anniversary of his remarkable year in 1945, when he captured eleven tournaments in a row and won a total of eighteen in all. Much of our conversation dwelt on Byron’s early career and his relationship with his leading two rivals. Remarkably, they were all born in 1912 and broke through in quick succession to revive public interest in golf in the midst of the darkest days of the Great Depression.

A few months later, I called on Sam Snead at the Greenbrier and enjoyed two days of golf and conversation with one of the most colorful, beloved, and controversial players of his time. Sam’s seven major titles and eighty-two official victories made him the winningest player in PGA history, but I sensed that, not unlike his old rival Byron, he felt a little forgotten by writers and fans of the modern age. When I pointed out that I had just been hired to help Palmer write his long-awaited memoirs, Sam laughed and said in a low growl, “Well, you tell Arnold if it hadn’t been for me and old Ben and Byron, hell, nobody would’ve ever heard of him!” He graciously invited me to come visit him up at his home in Hot Springs, Virginia, when I finished this project so we could “talk some more.” I assured him I would love nothing better.

This was the background for my lunch visit with Herb Wind in 2001, when I wanted to hear what the dean of American golf writers, and coauthor of Ben’s best-selling Five Lessons: The Modern Fundamentals of Golf, had to say about his mythic friend, but also about Sam and Byron.

Herb laughed when I told him what Sam had told me to tell Arnold Palmer, and smiled rather knowingly when I suggested it was a shame that up until then no one had produced major biographies on Sam and Byron like the one I was embarking upon with Ben. The deeper I got into my subject, the more I realized the critical roles Snead and Nelson played in shaping Hogan’s life and golf game—not to mention reviving the game at a time when professional golf could easily have slipped back to little more than a second-rate sport.

“You’re quite right. Both Byron and Sam, I think, perhaps feel a little forgotten in light of the so-called Hogan mystique.” He paused to taste his chilled cucumber soup in the empty, sun-filled dining room. We were sitting by a large picture window, and through the glass the first brave tulips were poking up their heads to face yet another reluctant New England spring. “There’s no question that Sam feels slighted by history and the golf establishment at large. Most of that stems from his painful record in the Opens. He never won our Open and, in fact, managed to lose several of them in the most agonizing ways possible. Generally speaking, no player is regarded as truly great unless he wins the tournament believed to be the hardest of all to win—our own Open. Sam could easily have won several of them, five or six by his own count, but he always seemed to author a different way to lose it. In doing so, he became convinced, as he once told me, that he was terribly jinxed. That’s why winning that final Masters in 1954 meant so much to him.”

I asked if Sam’s colorful personality might have contributed to his image problems. Growing up in his adopted home of Greensboro, I’d heard enough darkly amusing stories about the Slammer to know that while his unfiltered backwoods showmanship appealed to millions of fans, some of his less savory comments and antics, rubbed others the wrong way. His off-color humor, for instance, was legendary. At one point, I asked Arnold Palmer about the annual Champions Dinner at Augusta, a tradition Ben Hogan started with money from his own pocket in 1953. Arnold smiled, shook his head, and said, “The dinner is never complete until Sam displays his physical prowess by kicking the top of the door and tells an even worse joke than the year before—at which point Byron politely excuses himself and goes home to bed.”

At the other end of the spectrum, however, I knew from many conversations with Sam’s closest friends that he was a man of uncommon generosity, quietly assisting groups and individuals who needed a financial boost—belying his popular image as that of a wealthy skinflint who kept his money safely stashed in a tin can buried in his backyard. If you scratched the surface of town life in Hot Springs, one found such stories were quite commonplace, almost always involving a local youngster, family, or organization in financial need. Moreover, I knew from my own experiences around him that, depending on his mood and the circumstances, Samuel Jackson Snead could be as charming and smooth as a Spanish diplomat—or as chilly as the January wind. “The darker side of Sam’s large charisma,” his longtime friend Bill Campbell told me one winter afternoon at his home in West Virginia, “is that Sam is possibly the most unfiltered and honest fellow you’ll ever meet. Sam never left any doubt about how he felt about a person or circumstance. In this way he was pretty simple—and yet, to my way of thinking, he might have been the most interesting and complex of the three.”

Herb nodded. “Sam was an original, no question about it. That’s what endeared him to so many at a time when the game desperately needed a bona fide star and headline maker. The tour was really struggling when Sam broke through out west and won a flurry of tournaments on the winter tour in 1937. He was a complete unknown, a plainspoken hillbilly from the Blue Ridge Mountains, as they portrayed him—but he gave golf a legitimate star at a moment when the tour could easily have gone under. That same year, Byron won his first Masters and Sam nearly won the Open. People really started to pay attention to them, and interest in professional golf suddenly grew. Two years after that, Byron Nelson won the Open and the year after that, of course, Ben broke through at Pinehurst and won three tournaments in a matter of weeks. Suddenly you had three hot players making headlines.”

Herb sipped his cucumber soup again and added, “There’s something else I find fascinating, and no one has really written about this effect. If you look at the long history of golf, any time there were two or three great rivals in the game, the game flourished. In early Scotland you had the famous challenge money matches of the Morrises, young and old Tom, and Allan Robertson and later the Dunns from North Berwick. Then came Britain’s Great Triumvirate of Vardon, Taylor, and Braid. They created golf’s first popular golf boom and exported the passion for the game to our shores. We soon had our own homegrown stars and great rivals in the form of Bobby Jones, Walter Hagen, and Gene Sarazen. Golf grew in boundless leaps during these periods—and so, I might add, did the technology. That seemed to advance significantly any time there was a trio of stars.”

“So how,” I asked bluntly, “do Sam, Byron, and Ben rank in terms of trios of rivals?”

He looked up at me, glanced out the window at the emerging tulips, pursed his lips, and gently shook his graying head, his spoon hovering midair. Every year, I knew from his caregiver, Herb’s brilliant mind was a little more fragile. But his eyes had a sympathetic, alert look in them, and his mind seemed to be happily roaming the fairways of his glorious reporting days. It would be the last lunch we ever had together.

“Perhaps I’m not the most neutral of observers on this subject, but I always felt there were never three better players who came along at the same moment—and did so much to propel the game forward. Any one of the three would have made that time remarkable. But the fact that Sam, Byron, and Ben all three appeared at the same moment and effectively changed how golf was perceived in this country—not to mention launched it into the modern era in terms of equipment and the many things they innovated—sets them apart, at least in my judgment, as the finest trio of any time.”

Before I could agree with him, my host added, with visible emotion, “You know they were all three born the same year—1912. What a remarkable year. Fenway Park opened and the Titanic sunk. The fact that two of the three came out of the same caddie yard down in Texas is extraordinary. Equally important, I think, is the fact that their individual personalities, playing styles, and personal values couldn’t have been more different. That’s why each generated his own large group of die-hard followers. They shaped the game and influenced every generation of players that followed them. They introduced practices and ideas that are commonplace today.”

“I keep thinking somebody should write about them,” I heard myself say, something I’d been thinking about for months. “A book, I mean, about the effect their trio had on golf.”

“Theirs is an extraordinary story that deserves to be told,” he said, then looked at me and smiled again. “I think of them, in fact, as our great triumvirate—the American Triumvirate.”

When I mentioned Herb’s comments to Byron a few days later in Roanoke, he merely smiled. His second wife, Peggy, had made us a delicious lunch and lit a crackling fire in their den. After lunch, he showed me some beautiful woodworking projects he was working on out in his shop—one of them being a small chest for Tom Watson’s daughter, Meg—and now we’d settled in his den to continue our conversation about the early days of the tour. The afternoon had turned gray and cold and Peggy had placed a beautiful plaid blanket on her husband’s legs.

“That’s very kind of Herb to say,” said Byron. “Looking back, it was an amazing time in golf. But I sometimes feel like it happened to someone other than me. I really think Sam and Ben deserve the lion’s share of the attention because they won more tournaments than I did.”

“But only because you retired so early,” I suggested.

The official PGA Tour record book spoke for itself. Sam Snead is credited with eighty-two tournament victories, a number that includes seven major championships. Ben Hogan’s official number is nine majors and sixty wins, spanning a career that reached its celebrated apogee atop golf’s Mount Olympus in 1953. Byron Nelson’s total of fifty-two wins and five major championships takes on deeper significance when you take a closer look at his historic final year: he won eighteen out of thirty tournaments, collected seven second-place finishes and produced a scoring average of 68.33 that stood as a record for more than half a century. A common but false assumption is that Byron, who was deemed unfit for active military service due to a congenital blood disorder, pulled off the feat while much of his competition was away in the service. In fact, Sam played in twenty-seven events in 1945 and Ben played in eighteen. Both stars played in more than twenty-seven events in 1946 while Byron—preparing to officially retire and start his cattle ranch—scaled back to twenty-one. Between the resumption of the tour in 1944 and his final appearance in late 1946, Byron won an astonishing thirty-five of his last seventy-six tournaments.

Moreover, between 1945 and 1953, at least one member of this American Triumvirate won a tournament or finished in the top three more than 60 percent of the time. The record for the most wins in a season was, of course, owned by Byron, with eighteen, but the second and third names on the record list belonged to Ben (thirteen in 1946) and Sam (eleven in 1950). Not even Tiger Woods has ever come close to these marks.

Finally, recordkeeping was at best sketchy and at worst nonexistent back then, and in fact all three won dozens more tournaments than they were officially given credit for by the modern Tour. Sam’s partisans, for instance, insist he won more than 135 tournaments: he himself claimed the PGA Tour should have at a minimum recognized 115 wins. Likewise, Byron captured at least two dozen two- or three-day events that aren’t included in his total, and Ben told friends he won eighty-five tournaments of some sort or another. So a rough count suggests some 276 victories between the three of them.

Byron Nelson was in his prime, just thirty-four, when he walked away from the game, not unlike his friend and hero Bobby Jones. So one can only imagine what his “official” number would have been had he competed another dozen years. Something else to consider is which of the three men—at his peak—was actually the best player. Fans of Byron point out he had five major championships under his belt when he retired in 1946—two Masters titles, two PGAs, and one U.S. Open. Entering that season, Sam had laid claim to only one major title, the 1942 PGA, but went on to win the British Open at St. Andrews. Ben won his first major championship that summer, too, the first of his two PGA Championships. “If Byron had wanted to keep playing,” Bob Rosburg once told me, “I have no doubt the record everyone would be chasing today would have belonged to him.”

True to his gentle, self-effacing nature and deep Christian convictions that regarded earthly achievements as secondary to matters of personal faith, Byron shrugged off these points as I politely raised them in his cozy den.

“You know,” he said in his flat Texas drawl, “I know this may sound kind of strange to some folks, but I always considered the things I did after my playing days ended really more significant. I became a good rancher and very active in my church life. I had time to help a few young players who were coming along about that time. Eventually I became a broadcaster and became involved with the golf tournament over in Dallas. I know folks remember me for that eleven in a row, but to tell the truth, nothing meant more to me than helping people.”

Unlike Sam or Ben, who enjoyed sweetheart deals with leading golf clubs and resorts that required little more than the use of their names, Byron remained an active head club professional most of his career, making his professional feats even more impressive. The young players he worked with included Frank Stranahan, Ken Venturi, Harvie Ward, Dave Marr, Johnny Miller, Corey Pavin, and Ben Crenshaw. His work and close friendship with Tom Watson preceded Watson’s breakthrough and evolution into a major champion.

“There’s no question that Byron unlocked the mystery of the modern golf swing,” Venturi told me over the phone a few days before I ventured out to see Byron in Roanoke for the final time. “As far as I’m concerned, he really is the father of the modern golf swing. His golf instruction books—like Ben’s—shaped thousands of young golf swings, including my own, and they’re still doing it today. But more importantly, Byron is the finest gentleman and perhaps the greatest ambassador golf has ever had. He represents everything that is good about the game and the people who love it. In that respect, he touched untold millions.”

Indeed, his knowledge of the swing—and mastery of it—prompted the USGA to nickname its own testing robot “Iron Byron.” Perhaps the straightest driver of the ball ever, he is credited with developing the techniques that moved golf from the hickory shaft to the steel shaft era. “Byron’s divots are so straight,” Dave Marr once remarked, “they look like dollar bills.”

The first player to become a full-time TV commentator, he led the way for Venturi, Miller, and several others. Then he focused his energies on the tournament in nearby Dallas that became the first PGA event to be permanently named in honor of a player, the Byron Nelson Classic, helping the Salesmanship Club of that city establish the model of charitable giving that’s standard on tour today. His tenure as an honorary starter at the Masters lasted twenty years, almost a decade longer than anyone else.

During our last afternoon together in 2001, Byron seemed both eager to help with my Ben Hogan biography and pleased and a little surprised when I told him that Herb Wind had given me a broader idea, the story of an American Triumvirate.

“I will say this,” he told me as we stood outside in a warm Texas wind before we shook hands and said goodbye. “It always struck me as unfortunate that Ben Hogan never really permitted the world to see who he really was—and by that I mean to say not just the cold and intimidating figure so many people think of. But the nice man I knew growing up, and the friend I grew close to when we traveled the early tour together with our wives. We had some wonderful times. And Ben has been both a friend and an inspiration to this game. Millions have tried to copy his golf swing. Every year seems to bring a new book about his secret. That should tell you something.”

“And what about Sam?” I had to ask, recalling Arnold’s remark about the Champions Dinner, inwardly bracing for the response.

But Lord Byron just smiled. “Sam is Sam. People either love or dislike Sam. There’s no in between. Part of it is Sam doesn’t care for strangers. But if he knows and trusts you, he can be the soul of charm. He’s a lot more complex than most people think, and I’ve always believed he’s a little misunderstood. He was very good for the game—the first serious athlete who kept himself in top shape. They all do that on tour these days. But Sam was the first. There’s never been a more gifted natural player.”

Then he winked at me and added, “That’s why he and I still show up to hit the first shots at Augusta every spring, you know. Sam still tries to outdrive me, though I tell him, ‘Why shouldn’t you, Sam? I’ve been retired from golf for over fifty years!’ ”

[image: ]

A little over a year after Ben Hogan: An American Life was published, I stopped off in Latrobe during the 2006 U.S. Open to see the new house my boyhood hero Arnold Palmer had built for his new wife, Kit, a gracious lady from California.

Following the Saturday afternoon telecast from Winged Foot, Arnold and I went to dinner at the country club where he’d grown up and his father, Deacon, had been the professional. We sat at a small table by the window and talked about his grandson Sam’s pending matriculation from Clemson to the Tour, my recent relocation from Maine to my native North Carolina, and how Tiger Woods now owned the PGA Tour and it seemed only a matter of time before he bettered Jack Nicklaus’s record of eighteen major championships.

Arnold seemed pleased to learn I was happy to be back in my old boyhood stomping ground—where I’d first seen him play at the Greater Greensboro Open—and congratulated me on winning the USGA’s Herbert Warren Wind Book Award for my biography on Ben Hogan. Ironically, Herb Wind had passed away just one week before the start of the Open at Pinehurst in 2005, the event that prompted my relocation home to North Carolina. It felt as if a circle had been completed for me—though, as I admitted to Arnold, thanks to Herb, I still had some unfinished business with Sam, Byron, and Ben.

I told him about the triumvirate idea and wondered if he felt, as I did, that these three remarkable sons of 1912—so utterly different in every respect—had collectively saved the ailing professional golf tour, elevating it to heights it hadn’t enjoyed since the days of Jones and Hagen, and set the stage, as it were, for the coming of a king.

Arnold pondered for a moment. “You know,” he finally began, “when I decided to turn professional, as Pap warned me, there wasn’t a great deal of money in the professional game. Only a handful of players made a good living at it. It was still something of a vagabond’s life. Most guys went broke out there. But the three guys we all looked to were Sam, Byron, and Hogan. They’d proved you could make a good living just playing golf and they did things that nobody else had ever done before.”

“Such as?”

“Well, let’s start with Sam. I met him first. We had a lot of fun playing together. Sam was a serious athlete who made the game look easy and fun to play. People were naturally drawn to that. He was always clowning around, making people smile, which made him all the more popular. I was an athlete, too, and in that respect he became a role model for me. I saw how he took care of himself and extended his career for decades. When talk about starting up a senior tour got serious, Sam was the first guy they called. He’s one reason I supported the senior tour so enthusiastically—now called the Champions Tour, of course. Sam was great for golf.”

“Byron?”

“Well, for me, Byron was the definition of a gentleman, the greatest ambassador of the game I ever saw. There’s no question his golf swing took the game into the modern era, and his year in 1945 will never be equaled, period. The work he did on TV and with his charity tournament were the models for those who came after him. Byron’s real gift is for people. He loves people and they love him. Don’t believe he’s ever turned anyone down for anything, including an autograph or a speaking engagement. He cares deeply about the traditions and he’s inspired so many great young players in the game. I’d say he really influenced me the most of the three.”

“How about Ben?”

Arnold smiled. A commonly held view is that Hogan resented this brash and upstart kid from Pennsylvania whose style left nothing in the bag and the massive galleries he quickly generated—an army on the hoof, so to speak. Tellingly, in my presence at least, Arnold always referred to Sam and Byron by their first names, Hogan by his last.

“You know, Hogan and I actually liked each other. We had our differences but certainly had great respect for each other. He was a true professional in every respect of the word. I think the essential difference between us is that Hogan didn’t need anyone but Hogan and I was more like Sam and Byron. I needed the fans. Still, you can’t argue with the things he accomplished—the way he meticulously practiced and prepared for a tournament, the ability he developed to summon whatever was necessary to win, not to mention the really fine equipment company he created after he left the game. These were all important improvements, things taken for granted in golf today. And the difficulties he overcame also can’t be overstated. Unless you’ve won a Masters or a U.S. Open or a British Open, you have no idea how difficult that is to do. Hogan earned his glory—and in doing so he made a lot of people pay attention to the game of golf.”

Before I could ask him another question, Arnold said, “There’s no question in my mind, they paved the way for the rest of us.”

“You mean the Big Three?” I asked—referring, of course, to the triumvirate of Palmer, Nicklaus, and Player that dominated golf through the 1960s and early ’70s, yet further proof of Herb Wind’s theory about the power of three.

“No,” Arnold came back. “I mean all of us. You. Me. Anyone who loves golf. Even Tiger Woods. We all owe them a big debt of gratitude.”

This, coming from the most charismatic and influential figure in modern golf history, really meant something. And it seemed like both a good ending point for a fine evening with my boyhood hero and a great starting point for American Triumvirate.
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YEAR OF WONDERS

AT SEVEN O’CLOCK ON a cool Indian summer Saturday evening, eager to catch a glimpse of the future, thousands of patrons began filing into venerable Mechanic’s Hall on Huntington Avenue, happy to be among the first to see the wonders of the 1912 Boston Electric Show. “Electric devices unheard of just one year ago are to be exhibited in full operation,” wrote a reporter for The Christian Science Monitor, “inventions which make the fable of Aladdin and his magical lamp seem prosy by comparison.”

Emblematic of the affair, Mechanic’s Hall was ablaze with forty thousand light bulbs, the largest display of incandescent lighting ever mounted; the creation of the Edison Illuminating Company of New Yorks outshone the “Great White Way itself,” the company promised. Owing to the marvels of alternate electrical current, wide-eyed patrons wandered through the vast hall being serenaded by live opera and choir selections amplified by an invention called the microphone (“such a delicate instrument that by its agency the tread of a fly is magnified until it sounds like the clomping of a horse over the loose planks of a country bridge”) and saw inventions designed to transform everything “from the farmyard to Main Street, from the shop floor to the housewife’s kitchen.” They viewed a dairy farm where cows were milked by automated machines, for instance, promising to make the drudgery of hand milking obsolete, and an electric forking machine that could unload two hundred bales of hay from a wagon and stack them in a loft in a matter of minutes rather than hours, reducing the need for hired labor.

There were special motion pictures displaying how the dedicated electrical current would soon transform businesses from accountancy to coal mining; how it would count money in banks and permit a clerk in one location to inquire about a customer’s account balance in a separate building altogether, achieving a response within seconds; how bakers would never need to touch the bread they sold because machines would mechanically mold dough into perfect loaves and bake them by the clock to golden perfection; how lumber mills would use power saws to mill stockpiles of flawless high-grade lumber for the booming furniture and house-building trades in minutes, not hours; how darkened streets would soon be made bright as noon by municipal lighting soon coming to market, “pressing back the cloak of night and greatly reducing the scourge of crime and hoodlum behavior.”

Perhaps the most popular aspect of the revolution on the doorstep, the show’s organizers promised, would be the liberation of the ordinary housewife thanks to special electric appliances that would wash and sanitize dishes, eliminating the need for madam or a domestic to ever touch a single china plate that wasn’t sparkling clean. Ovens would bake cakes and roasts according to an electric clock that would make expert cooking a snap at home. An exciting new commercial “electric refrigerator”—the world’s first, being introduced that year by the General Electric Corporation—promised to make spoiled fruits, vegetables, and meats a thing of the past.

“This magical showcase at Mechanic’s Hall fittingly serves as a capstone to a year that has seen one astonishment after another, all aimed at providing more leisure time for Americans to enjoy the bounty of their lives,” declared The Boston Evening Traveler. “Many will look back and perhaps agree there has never been a year quite like it.”

To be sure, it had been a year of human wonders.

Despite jitters about rising Anglo-German tensions over some obscure place called the Balkans in a faraway corner of Europe, most Americans were enjoying an unprecedented sense of prosperity and well-being, the afterglow of a Gilded Age that produced untold wealth for a few but also labor reforms that dramatically expanded the reach and power of a newly emerging middle class. Earlier that year in Detroit, Henry Ford revealed plans for the first moving assembly line, a concept that would revolutionize the manufacture of reasonably priced consumer goods and herald the arrival of a reliable automobile that almost any American with a good job could afford to own. Banks responded by offering new credit terms to qualified customers based on easy time-payment plans.

In January, New Mexico became the forty-seventh state; less than a month later, Arizona joined the union, too. The world’s first “flying boat” took flight, Frederick Law made the first successful parachute jump from the Statue of Liberty, and a few weeks later another daredevil upped the ante by leaping from an airplane. For the first time ever that year, the 100 mph air speed barrier was broken and a transcontinental passenger flight was completed.

Daily newspapers, experiencing a surge in circulation, couldn’t cover the emerging wonders of human achievement fast enough, including Amundsen’s successful race to the South Pole and Scott’s unfortunate demise, the establishment of China as a republic, and the exciting launch of the Titanic, said to be the most lavish and technically advanced ocean liner in history, all but unsinkable according to widely distributed reports.

With more time and disposable income on their hands, Americans read with interest about Mrs. Taft planting the first cherry trees along the Potomac in Washington, the formation of the Girl Scouts in Savannah, Georgia, and Columbia University’s creation of something called the Pulitzer Prize. A record number of public libraries and more than one hundred movie theaters opened in 1912 alone, bringing the magic of the first Keystone Kops movie to small towns across the nation. That summer children were either playing a new craze called “marbles” or enjoying a fruit-flavored summer candy called “Life Savers” that was guaranteed not to melt in summer heat.

Professional sports were another lifesaver, particularly baseball. At least a half dozen records fell that year—for triples and stolen bases, attendance and consecutive wins. After multiple suspensions for fighting with fans and opponents, Ty Cobb publicly hinted at an early retirement from the game. After 511 wins, Cy Young actually did retire. Several state-of-the-art ballparks opened that year, including Tiger Stadium in Detroit and Boston’s Fenway Park, where a sold-out crowd of 27,000 fans got to see the hometown Red Sox beat the New York Highlanders (soon to be the Yankees) 7–6 in a marathon season opener that lasted eleven innings.

Ironically, Fenway Park was knocked off the front pages of Boston’s newspapers by news that the Titanic, on its maiden voyage, had struck an iceberg and sunk off the coast of Newfoundland, killing 1,500 passengers and crew.

In 1912, golf in this country was barely two decades old, played by roughly two million Americans on about fifteen hundred courses of widely varying quality in all forty-eight states. For the vast majority, it was simply a recreational pursuit with unmistakably patrician overtones, conveyed to these shores by a wave of immigrant Scottish professionals who accurately perceived that a comfortable living could be made promoting the game of their ancestors. Until fairly recently, Americans had been more comfortable as spectators than as participants at sporting events. But the surprising popularity of golf, particularly among the middle and merchant classes, suggested that a cultural sea change might be under way. In addition to the private clubs where it first took root, virtually every municipality of any size now offered a rudimentary golf course, most of which were crowded on any given weekend in fair weather months with men and women eager to learn about the game.

More telling, perhaps, at least eight different companies were now manufacturing hickory-shafted golf clubs, and a half a dozen more producing a newly introduced rubber-cored golf ball. Meanwhile, such seasonal resorts at places like Poland Spring in the highlands of Maine, Saratoga in New York, and Pinehurst down in the Carolina Sandhills—which was in the process of adding its third golf course under the guidance of Scotsman Donald Ross—helped establish the game as both a wholesome activity for the new leisure class and a serious competitive sport for any swell who had the gumption to try to excel at it.

All of this was the result of one man’s international celebrity.

A dozen years earlier, in February of 1900, when Harry Vardon came strolling down a ship’s gangway to begin his heavily publicized exhibition tour of America, he was greeted like a visiting head of state by a crush of reporters and photographers eager to learn everything they could about England’s most acclaimed sportsman, an elegant, gracious man who’d been nicknamed “The Greyhound” because he typically bounded ahead of competitors in tournaments and rarely yielded ground. His only rival, every British schoolboy knew, was John Henry Taylor, a quiet, dignified man from the windswept links at North Devon Golf Club, more popularly known as Westward Ho! J.H., as he was called by his friend Harry and other intimates, had won the British Open Championship twice, in 1894 and again the following year.

Vardon, the son of a manual laborer from the Isle of Jersey, began his working life as a gardener but quickly evolved into a club professional, employed at Ganton Golf Club in Lincolnshire. He was twenty-nine years old when he arrived in America, having already claimed three Open Championships with a slightly upright golf swing that was so deceptively smooth and refined that his irons and fairway woods rarely left more than a modest scuff on the turf. Opponents claimed Harry’s tee shots were so maddeningly precise in tournament play they often wound up in the same spot where he had hardly left a mark from the day before.

His ostensible reason for visiting America was to play in the fledgling United States Open and conduct an extensive tour of public exhibitions to promote the Vardon Flier, a so-called gutty golf ball manufactured by the A. G. Spalding Company of Chicopee, Massachusetts. Mr. Spalding had a private course on his estate, and had agreed to pay Vardon a princely fee of $2,000 for ten months of exhibitions, on top of any appearance fees he could generate during the tour. Back home, J. H. Taylor had also confided to friends his intention to give chase to his friend the Greyhound and all comers at the National Championship of America, conducted that year at Chicago Golf Club in Wheaton, Illinois.

Whoever actually won the affair—accomplished thus far only by five Scottish immigrants, each gainfully employed as a club professional in America—would undoubtedly result in an avalanche of favorable press for the ball he used, for golf was not only increasingly shaped by both the men who played and those who knew that money could be made catering to the growing number of adherents.

For nearly half a century, the venerable gutta-percha ball had reigned supreme, dating from a famous dispute between golf’s two most celebrated founding fathers. In the 1840s, Allan Robertson, a short, friendly Scot, was the first true professional and widely regarded as the finest player of his time; the son of a senior caddie at the Royal and Ancient Golf Club, he operated a thriving business making clubs and traditional feathery balls just off Links Road in St. Andrews. Although a new feathery ball could be driven great distances, the ball—made from a top-hat-ful of goose feathers compressed into a stitched leather orb—was fragile and subject to either losing its shape or breaking apart after only slight use. The balls were also expensive to produce, costing about half a crown apiece, thus attractive to the better-heeled classes.

Still, records show that Robertson and his shop assistants turned out 2,456 featheries in 1844 alone. Twenty-three-year-old Tom Morris—son of a local weaver, he’d taken to the game by batting a wine cork around the Auld Grey Toon, as locals called St. Andrews—had worked for Robertson since the age of fourteen, apprenticing in his shop for five years before becoming a journeyman salesman. By 1845 Morris was not only his junior partner but also nearly his equal on the links. The two steadfastly avoided playing a head-to-head match but frequently teamed up in big-money challenge matches against other leading professionals including Willie Park Sr. and the Dunns of Musselburgh. A famous match against Willie and Jamie Dunn with 400 pounds sterling at stake helped seal their reputations. Four holes down with eight to play, Morris and Robertson closed the gap and won on the final hole, earning the sobriquet “The Invincibles” among the golfing laity. News of the victory didn’t hurt their business one bit.

In April of 1848, however, a man named Tom Peters stepped into Robertson’s shop to show him a new kind of golf ball he’d acquired from a local divinity student named Robert Patterson. It was hard and perfectly round, made from the hardened milk sap of the Palaquium gutta tree of Malaysia. Three years before, Robert’s father, Rev. Robert Adams Patterson, had discovered strips of this malleable substance used to pack a statue of the Hindu god Vishnu sent by a friend from the Far East. Being naturally thrifty, he boiled the material down and used sheets of it to resole his family’s shoes, but his enterprising son saw a potentially better use for the waterproof material. Young Robert used the softened gutta to make perfectly round golf balls he promptly went out and played with on the links. Then, after years of tinkering with the formula, his brother came up with a ball that flew farther and straighter and kept its shape much longer than the traditional featheries. Moreover, the newly patented “gutty” ball could be made and sold at a fraction of the cost.

Peters declared that the day of the feathery ball was over, and Robertson—who’d introduced the use of iron clubs in competition, heads of earlier sets having been made of apple wood—agreed to give the new ball a try. He woefully hooked his first shot, perhaps intentionally, and reportedly dismissed the gutty ball with undisguised contempt.

The problem arose when mild and mannerly Tom Morris teamed with a member of the R&A in a match in the summer of 1851, and used these controversial new balls. When he heard of this betrayal, an outraged Robertson confronted his longtime partner and fired him on the spot. A short time later, Morris was hired by the Prestwick Golf Club to lay out and maintain its new course and serve as club professional.

Old Tom, as he was soon to be called, started his own equipment business, making clubs and balls and selling both featheries and gutties. He would also be instrumental in mounting the first Open Championship at Prestwick in 1860, a year after his fiery mentor, Robertson, had passed away, and himself captured the title four times from 1861 to 1867. By that time, the gutty was the preferred ball of better players, including his son, Young Tom Morris, who won his first of four consecutive Opens in 1868, a mere stripling of twenty who shattered scoring records and brought the game to new levels of brilliance and popular notice before his premature death following the sudden loss of his young wife and infant son while he was away playing a match.

The reign of Allan Robertson and Tom Morris père et fils was over, but the durable gutty prevailed for another many years in competition.

When J. H. Taylor, the current British Open champion, opened his locker at the Chicago Golf Club in early October of 1900, he supposedly found a complimentary tin of a new rubber-cored ball that was causing a major row on both sides of the Atlantic, the gift of a bicycle manufacturer named Coburn Haskell.

Haskell, a mediocre but passionate golfer, had a brainstorm one warm afternoon while sitting on the porch of the Cleveland Country Club, chatting with the head professional. As he squeezed a handful of rubber bands, the story goes, a revolutionary idea took shape. For all its popularity, the gutta-percha ball had its flaws—principally a certain deadness if it wasn’t struck perfectly. Haskell contacted a friend named Bertram Work at the B. F. Goodrich plant in Akron, twenty miles south of Cleveland, and explained his idea of wrapping bands of rubber tightly around a solid rubber core, then covering it all with gutta-percha, thereby producing a much livelier golf ball. Work signed on and the two struck a deal to evenly split any proceeds from their innovation, which they patented in 1898. When the first “Haskell” was put into play a short time later, its superiority became immediately apparent.

The new ball flew twenty yards beyond the old gutty. Traditionalists both here and abroad quickly inveighed sharply against the new American golf ball—including Harry Vardon himself, initially dismissing them as “Bounding Billies” because they allegedly were difficult to control around the greens. But the swift acceptance by players forever in search of greater distance and any competitive edge guaranteed another major turning point in the game.

This happened just as three players were becoming dominant.

By the time Vardon and Taylor met at the Chicago Golf Club, they were the most famous golfers in the world. The reserved and dignified Taylor, a naturally quiet man prone to gnawing self-doubt, was nevertheless said to rarely yield a lead once he held it. He’d collected his third British Open trophy, the Claret Jug, just weeks before making this trip—in large part, like Vardon, to promote his own burgeoning business interests. Convinced beyond any doubt that golf had a bright future in America, he entered into a business agreement with a childhood friend named George Cann to start a club-making firm based in Pittsburgh. He’d also contracted Golf, America’s first magazine devoted to the game, to write a series of instruction articles. For this he was paid $2,000, a large sum for an athlete’s literary services.

Vardon’s Open Championship run began at Muirfield in 1896, when he beat Taylor in a dramatic playoff; he then added back-to-back titles in the last two years of the century. His imperturbable grace and seemingly effortless swing made him the darling of America’s raw and largely uninformed sporting press. This was the age of yellow journalism, when sensational headlines, political scandals, and sex crimes dominated the biggest newspapers, the reporters often inventing colorful details and nefarious intrigue when the simple facts seemed bland and banal. So it comes as no surprise that the widely reported blood feud between Vardon and Taylor didn’t exist, neither of them paying spies to keep tabs on the other’s whereabouts and practice habits. They were actually close friends, and frequent traveling partners back home in Britain, fellow professionals who aimed to elevate the game’s stature within their own borders—and perhaps, however they could, in America.

Their playing styles, on the other hand, couldn’t have presented a more striking contrast. Vardon’s high, soaring, and gentle fades always seemed to settle with uncanny accuracy somewhere within the vicinity of the flag, whereas Taylor’s low, right-to-left shots often ran along the fairway and invariably rolled onto the green, which proved particularly effective on a true links. There were personal differences, too. Taylor would visibly stew over a poorly executed shot whereas Vardon typically offered a faint nonchalant shrug and moved on. And while Taylor seemed tongue-tied when peppered with questions by members of the rowdy Yankee press, Vardon appeared to relish being in the spotlight. Indeed, aside from their friendship and mounting fame, perhaps the only thing they had in common was their stubborn devotion to the gutta-percha golf ball.

In an attempt to eliminate the bumpy putting surfaces that were common to American courses of that era, the Chicago Golf Club used a special machine that brushed the grass to a velvety consistency. Taylor, who putted miserably in the opening morning round of the championship, gently grumbled afterward that it was like putting on the head of a lad whose hair had been combed in the wrong direction. Even so, with a 76, he jumped out to a three-stroke lead over his friend and rival, Vardon shooting a 79. After J.H. struggled that afternoon to an 82 to Harry’s 78, the two greats had reversed positions but still led the tournament. The rest of a fairly decent American-born field was never taken seriously and was ignored by the press.

Putting continued to bedevil Taylor over the concluding two rounds. Vardon extended his lead to four strokes in the third round and a seemingly insurmountable six by the start of the final nine. J.H. gamely nibbled away, however, and trimmed Harry’s lead to two strokes through seventeen, but the Greyhound struck one of his patented brassie shots on the home hole and finished with 313 to Taylor’s 315. Both, as predicted, were well clear of the field at the end. Dave Bell, a fine player from Chicago’s Midlothian Club, finished seven strokes back, though in most accounts his name was never mentioned.

By any measure, Vardon’s grand exhibition tour of America, capped by his victory, was an unqualified success. Wherever he went, vast and adoring crowds turned out to study his stylish technique, whether at the Jordan Marsh department store in downtown Boston (where an impressionable seven-year-old caddie named Francis Ouimet from Brookline saw him hitting balls into a net) or down in remote Pinehurst where more than three thousand spectators materialized in the heat of a longleaf wilderness to watch him play on a Donald Ross course that was more sand than grass. During his visit to New York, Wall Street suspended business so traders could attend an exhibition match at one of the country’s first public courses. The Greyhound was feted by mayors, photographed with beauty queens, presented with the keys to a dozen different cities. In eighty-eight matches, competing against local club champions and head professionals who knew their courses like the back of their hands, he lost only once and set scoring records on half the courses he played.

The warmth of America and open personality of Americans charmed and relaxed Harry Vardon, prompting him, in light of a dry and unhappy marriage back home, to seriously consider immigrating with his brother Tom (also a fine player and club professional at Sandwich) to the States. In clubhouses where no professional had ever set foot, Harry was not only an honored guest of the membership but was treated as a first among equals and a conquering hero.

He suffered but one disappointment—the Vardon Flier he so tirelessly promoted was a commercial flop. The gutty was soon as extinct as the feathery, given the Haskell ball’s mounting success in major championships and popularity in everyday play. Its gutta-percha cover was replaced by balata, and the patterns and dimples on its surface were now stamped by machines, not by hand. Coburn Haskell’s basic design proved to be a revolutionary advance in golf, persisting until the 1970s and becoming known as the “modern ball.”

Against the surging popularity of the Haskell ball, the Vardon Flier sunk like a stone, but that was Vardon’s only failure.

In every other respect, Harry Vardon’s barnstorming in 1900—enhanced by J. H. Taylor and his own promotional efforts—helped to alter the perceptions of a game and the sports consciousness of a nation. Within a year, more than two hundred new golf clubs had been organized and close to one million Americans had taken up the game (many using an overlapping grip the press mistakenly attributed to Vardon, who actually picked it up from a top amateur named Findley). Golf in this country had never experienced such a surge of growth and popularity.

Eleven years later, at the Chicago Golf Club, Johnny McDermott of Atlantic City finally picked the British lock on the United States Open, becoming the first homebred professional to win the national championship, a feat he would successfully duplicate at the Country Club of Buffalo in 1912. Watching closely from the gallery that week was a cocky unknown assistant club pro from Rochester named Walter Hagen, who had recently turned down a baseball contract to play with the Philadelphia Phillies.

With two Opens under his belt, the brash and chesty McDermott openly boasted that he would happily take on all comers—including the great Harry Vardon, J. H. Taylor, and a surging James Braid, a Scotsman who since 1901 had collected five Claret Jugs and narrowly missed claiming two more. During these years, in a brilliant series of foursome matches staged across England and Scotland, Vardon and Taylor played Braid and Sandy Herd of St. Andrews, and when a Lincolnshire newspaperman described the three Open winners as the “Great Triumvirate,” the Fleet Street press snatched up the phrase and ran with it.

In part because of McDermott’s challenge, but also because he harbored deep affection for Americans, Vardon was finally persuaded to make another tour—this one with his friend and fellow professional Edward “Ted” Ray—for the U.S. Open at Brookline, America’s oldest country club.

By now, however, things had changed. Shortly after winning the British Open in 1903, scarcely a month after the R&A chose not to ban the controversial Haskell ball in its Open Championship, Vardon had returned to his new post at the South Herts Golf Club in the London suburbs to rest and recover from a tournament that had visibly aged him. Within a fortnight, while playing a casual round with members, he suffered a massive lung hemorrhage that sent him to a Norfolk sanatorium for months. Tuberculosis was the diagnosis. Fleet Street insisted he’d picked it up on his American tour.

Though his beautiful swing and tempo were intact, Vardon was slow to recover his championship form. His hand visibly shook over putts, for instance, and his stamina waned in the closing stages of rounds. Perhaps for this reason alone, the first decade of the new century belonged almost entirely to James Braid, who in 1910 passed both Vardon and Taylor in Open totals with five. But the Greyhound finally came charging back in 1911. Amid swarming crowds at his brother Tom’s club at Sandwich, Harry found his old magic and beat the formidable Frenchman Arnaud Massy in a thirty-six-hole playoff, hoisting a fifth Claret Jug himself. American newspapers heralded this victory as if one of their own had come back from the dead.

Following an exhibition tour comparable to that of 1900, Vardon and Ray arrived in Brookline for the U.S. Open, whose field boasted Taylor but also Johnny McDermott and young Walter Hagen.

After fifty-four holes, the favorites Vardon and Ray were tied at 225. The only real surprise was that a young local kid was also at 225. Francis Ouimet, twenty years old and the Massachusetts Amateur champion, was unknown outside the Boston area. He’d grown up right across the street from the country club where he’d caddied for years and now found himself tied with two of the finest players in history. Nobody gave him any chance whatsoever against such legends.

What happened next changed the history of golf in America. Defying the odds and common sense, Francis Ouimet tied Vardon and Ray in the final round, then beat them by five and six strokes respectively in the eighteen-hole playoff. An ecstatic gallery lofted the heroic young amateur on its shoulders and celebrated for days.

Gracious in defeat, after hailing young Ouimet’s historic achievement, the Englishmen set sail for home. Less than a year later, the Great Triumvirate—tied at five Opens apiece—would reconvene in high British summer at Prestwick, the Open’s birthplace, for another shot at immortality. Both Taylor and Braid widely acknowledged that Vardon ranked first among them, and in fact he beat his old friend by three strokes, and the younger Scot by ten, becoming the first man to hoist the Claret Jug six times, a record that still stands ninety-five years later. But with the outbreak of World War I only weeks away, the R&A suspended the British Open Championship until further notice.

The Great Triumvirate’s glorious run was over.

Meanwhile, back in the States, one giddy Boston editorialist confidently predicted that thanks to Francis Ouimet’s astonishing triumph, the day would not be too distant when America produced its own great triumvirate. This story continued to reverberate throughout the country, to the rolling farmlands of central Texas and even the deepest hollows of Virginia’s rugged Blue Ridge Mountains—penetrating the heartland of an awakening nation where, in due course, three remarkable young men—born just months apart in the wondrous year of 1912—would indeed fulfill that bold newsprint prophecy.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_016_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_015_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_014_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_L02_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_019_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_018_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
AMERICAN
TRIUMVIRATE

A Af’»\

JAMES DODSON





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_038_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_037_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_036_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_035_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_034_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_033_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_032_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_031_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_030_r1.jpg
-
ﬂ‘ T ‘?‘(: {
x

- ™ EOs
e Gy ¢






OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_039_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_027_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_026_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_025_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_024_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_tp_r1.jpg
AMERICAN
TRIUMVIRATE

SAM SNEAD, SYRON NELSON, BEN HOGAN,

AND THE MODERN AGE OF GOLF

JamEes DopsoN

Mo Koor PP Nowvons sz





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_021_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_020_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_029_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Dods_9780307957399_epub_028_r1.jpg





