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Origins of a Freak

Debbie said: “You want to do what?”

This wasn’t the question I wanted to hear, especially after plopping one smelly pile of an idea onto the living room rug. “You want to do what?” ranked up there with the blank stare and irrepressible “Hmmmm” as one of the bluntest hammer-blows to my egg of an idea. It was a smackdown to the creative ego; a snicker at an unveiling; idle chatter over my most soulful ballad; a groan in response to my best joke. Expounding on my genius was in order, more detail was required, clearer communication was needed. I loved the idea, but unless I was prepared to backpedal or say, “Screw it; it was just a thought,” the You want to do what? reaction required an immediate and overwhelming response. Fortunately, the line came from my wife, who doubled as my most senior editor, the woman charged with keeping my zaniest ideas confined inside the stucco walls of our suburban home. I was sure I could make her understand.

“I want to travel the world and play golf with interesting people in interesting places, and then write about it,” I said. I could tell I wasn’t gaining much traction. “Look,” I continued. “I got the idea from you.”

“From me.”

“What’s the name you’ve been calling me for as long as we’ve known each other?”

She cocked her head and gave me the kind of stupefied gaze one often sees at a Jackson Pollock exhibit. Then she said: “You mean, ‘golf freak’?”

I gave a well-there-you-go wave of my arms. “Golf freak! Where do you think I got the title? I’ll travel the globe, making friends, being the world’s greatest golf guest, and capturing the essence of the game from the ground up.”

“Are you drunk?”

“I’m serious,” I said. “You have no idea how many characters you meet and how many interesting stories you find through golf.”

“Sounds like a boondoggle,” she said. “You do understand that ‘golf freak’ is not a term of endearment.”

I knew that, but she didn’t use it entirely as a pejorative, either. A middle-aged husband and father, I always answered “writer” when confronted with the cocktail conversation staple “So, what do you do?” But that description didn’t capture the core of my being quite like the depreciatory nickname bestowed upon me by my loving wife.

I missed my sister’s wedding to be on a golf trip. In fact I was making a hole-in-one on a 205-yard par three while the band played “Blue Moon” at my youngest sibling’s reception (everyone says it was lovely). I also hit a high draw off the first tee at 8:16 on July 4, 1990, two hours after witnessing the birth of my son (both mother and baby were asleep, so what was I supposed to do?). There’s a putting green instead of a pool table in my basement, and copies of The Art of Golf Course Design, American Linksland, The 500 World’s Greatest Golf Holes, Discovering Donald Ross, and The Hogan Mystique lie stacked atop my desk. Need directions to the corner store? “You dogleg left at the next intersection, and go down a good par five until you see it on your right. It’s a tap-in. You can’t miss it.”

It came early. At age three, I swung my first club. By the time I was twelve, I spent my summers playing a minimum of 54 holes a day, often getting in 72 between sunrise and the time it got too dark to see the ball, the hole, or my white golf shoes. Back then, a perfect day started with me standing on a dew-strewn tee waiting for the sun to pop up enough for young eyes to see an opening drive, and it ended with me rolling putts over long and fading shadows toward an ever-darkening hole. It was during the thirteenth year of my life that Dad gave me his version of “the talk,” an adaptation of the birds and bees that started with a finger in my chest, and words that I have never forgotten: “Look,” he said, “anybody can get laid. It takes a man to hit a one-iron.” That standard of manhood has stayed with me ever since, even though I’ve long since retired the one-irons for longer, harder hybrids, proving once and for all that size does matter.

My obsession is mild compared to that of others I have met along the way. Take Henry Beard, an avuncular man in his sixties who founded National Lampoon magazine, and who plays golf a minimum of 350 days a year. (When asked what he does the other fifteen, Henry says, “Travel to the golf course.”) Or Alastair Johnston, president of International Management Group (IMG), a man who owns every golf book ever published, and who also wrote such esoteric classics as The History of Golf Before 1600 A.D. and Vardon to Woods: A Pictorial History of Golfers in Advertising. Or the retirees in Lady Lake, Florida, who (honest to god, a true story) were on the sixteenth tee at Harbor Hills when their playing partner fell over dead, hand firmly clinching his pull trolley. “You know, he hasn’t been the same since his wife passed on,” one of them said when I arrived on the scene. I nodded and stared grimly at the body. After an awkward moment, the other player in the group said, “Well, we’ve already hit our shots,” to which I replied, “Then I guess you guys should go ahead and play.” As if this weren’t demeaning enough, the group immediately behind the threesome-turned-twosome included three women who cried over their poorly deceased comrade until the green cleared. Then they played. When two groups play through a dead guy before the ambulance arrives, you know you’re dealing with true-blue golf freaks. I like to believe I would have waited for the EMTs to pry the trolley from my playing partner’s cold hand before teeing off.

Compelling as they are, none of these stories advanced my cause with Debbie. She has given me grief for years about the plaques in my office listing Golf Digest’s 100 Best Courses in America and 100 Best Courses in the World. Like a lot of avid golfers I put pegs in the plaques after I’ve played each course, but unlike other golfers who enjoy marking courses off their lifetime bingo card, I only add a peg to the board when I have played one of the courses as a complimentary guest, no fees, no discounts, none of the grimy intercourse of commerce. That’s how my golf is played these days.

I don’t collect golf books (although I have plenty), golf art (an oxymoron of epic proportions), or antique golf memorabilia, nor do I take pride in multiple golf memberships, even though I am a member of eighteen private golf courses. I have no delusions about playing any professional tours. I became accomplished enough to play competitive college golf, and still enjoy teeing it up in the occasional amateur event. I even give it a whirl in local U.S. Open qualifying in the hopes that I might catch lightning in a bottle one day and make it to “sectionals,” where I will have the privilege of being trounced by a non-exempt tour player. I also have no goals of cutting ten shots off my score, or adding ten yards to my drives. At some point my obsession with the game took a turn. I realized that my most enjoyable—no, most devout—golf experiences came when the clubs’ owners, managers, professional staff, or members saw fit to make my rounds complimentary, to utter the words as I checked in: “You’re our guest today.”

The term “golf freak” is common vernacular among the game’s most prodigious addicts, the men and women who would consider it a mortal sin to drive past a public course when you’ve got a couple of hours to spare. These are the people who either play, practice, or think about golf every single day of the year; the ones who keep pro shop numbers programmed into their speed dials; the ones whose idea of a great holiday weekend is 18 holes on Friday, 36 on Saturday, 36 on Sunday, and 18 on Monday with dinner and drinks in between. Golf freaks don’t necessarily play well; they just play often. Vacations, honeymoons, business trips, and weekend jaunts to the country are planned around making the 7:40 tee time, squeezing in a late afternoon round, or marking another top-ranked course off the list. They are like ski bums, gear heads, or speed junkies—all titles that have worked their way into the American lexicon. Golf freaks know who and what they are, and they carry the banner with pride.

They carry it in places like Poca, West Virginia, where the pavement ends a mile from the clubhouse, or Jerome, Idaho, where there is a local rule for moose tracks in the sand traps, or Fort Morgan, Alabama, where a sign on the course warns, “No Urinating on the Greens.” The tapestry and mystique of the game are found at these one-tractor courses in two-traffic-light towns from Bangor to Baja, places so far removed from Tiger Woods and the Sunday telecasts that they might as well be on the third moon of Neptune. These are places where you can always find a knowing nod, a smiling face, and a heavily accented voice spilling out the most beautiful words any golf freak has ever heard: “You lookin’ for a game?”

“So, you’re going to travel around the world looking for golf courses in the middle of nowhere in the hopes that you’ll find some interesting stories,” Debbie said. Her tone shifted from incredulity to patronizing, a singsong “There, there, honey, let’s think this one through together” cadence that told me I still had a good deal of selling to do.

“That’s part of it,” I said. “But I’m also going to play with some famous people, Arnold for example.” That was Arnold Palmer, whom I know reasonably well. “And Alice Cooper. Regular folks as well.”

The slight raise of an eyebrow and tilt of her pretty head told me I was making progress.

I said: “This is about social anthropology. It’s like On the Road without the booze, hookers, guns, and poverty.”

“Oh, this is a science project!” Debbie hit her forehead with the pad of her hand. “Why didn’t you say so? Will scholars be comparing you to Edward O. Wilson?”

I pulled the last trump card out of my deck. “The golf will be free,” I said. “That’s part of the deal.”

“You’re pitiful,” she said.

“I know.”

“When do you leave?”

“Right away.”

“Pack a sweater,” Debbie said, turning away.

“Do you know where I put my Western Golf Association divot tool?”

“In the nightstand next to the sleeve of Pro V1s.”

No one knows a golf freak better than his wife.
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Preparing to Play

(or Are You Kidding? You Get Paid for This?)
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ONE
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Sticks and Stones

(or How Technology Saved My Game)
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I’ve never been much of a planner. Under normal circumstances I pack for two-week trips an hour before leaving, buy birthday and holiday gifts the day before the blessed event, and make dinner reservations from my car as I pull into the restaurant parking lot. Not that I have anything against planning ahead. I’m just not very good at it.

But despite my admitted planning deficiencies, I wasn’t about to venture into the belly of the golf beast unprepared.

Step one was getting a new set of clubs.

“Please tell me you’re kidding,” Debbie said when I’d finished my “prepared adventurer” spiel.

“I have to be equipped,” I said. “If I were climbing McKinley would you deny me a new set of crampons? If I were diving the Great Barrier Reef—”

“You can stop now.”

“A wet suit?”

“That’s enough.”

“If I were trekking the Congo—”

“I have a feeling this free golf thing is going be a lot more expensive than I expected.”

A quarter-century ago, purchasing golf clubs was a simple, intimate ritual. Like the best blind dates, friends matched you up with the hottest new clubs—“Harvey, you should see the heads on those Dyna-Powers! Va-va-voom, baby!” or, “Man, did you see that MacGregor Tommy Armour driver in Jimbo’s bag? Made my knees weak!”

Even armed with such endorsements, initial contact with new and untested equipment remained tentative: fear of rejection high. Once a player mustered the courage to pick up a new club, the first impression was crucial to the relationship. How it looked, how it “set up,” what it felt like as you waggled it in the store all were harbingers of what would either be a fruitful or tempestuous marriage. Again, like finding a suitable date, the only technical elements worth considering were how much it weighed, and how stiff you wanted it.

All irons were “blades” in those days: thin, forged instruments with long, lean furrows connecting the tiniest of heads to tapered steel shafts. The longer ones (including those now-extinct relics, the one-irons) looked like the love children of straight-edged butter knives and custom pool cues. The leading edge (that area of the club where face meets sole) was as harsh and angular as a dull ax blade, and the top line looked like the vertical sight of a rifle scope.

Woods, now called “metals” by the tradition-challenged, were teensy-weensy whittled chunks of persimmon. A serious golfer always checked the grain in a wooden club before venturing too far, cradling the head in the palm of one hand while running the pad of a thumb along the top edge. Good blocks were honey-finished to show off a tight grain that tapered to a point near the toe. After caressing the club for a few minutes, players would invariably place it on the ground near a curb or crack, any straight line, to check the bulge and roll of the face. Loft was not an issue. As Clay Long, the former chief designer for MacGregor, told me, “All our drivers had ten degrees of loft. If you couldn’t hit a ten-degree driver, tough, get a two-wood.”

Looks and feel mattered most. Irons had to be “square,” and woods had to look solid. Other than that, a fruitful engagement consisted of caressing a club in the presence of a pro and taking a few long, slow, deliberate swings in the shop.

Alas, those clubs and the ancient sacraments that went with buying them have disappeared like last year’s money. Today, just as the youthful rituals of courtship have given way to “hooking up,” buying a golf club is like online dating: You fill out personal date forms, lying to both the respondents and yourself about your abilities. No more ginger touches, no more romance: Shopping for a golf club today requires charts, graphs, high-speed Internet access, and more than a tenth-grade knowledge of aerodynamics and metallurgy.

Do you need classic 17-4 stainless 1020 carbon steel grain flow forged arc technology? Or would a blended modified U-groove milled 460cc tunite alloy cradle do? What sort of gram weight, kick point, and tapering should you choose for your shafts? And what head-weight configuration produces the optimum shot pattern while reducing drag and maximizing energy transfer at the moment of inertia? Oh yeah, and what about COR, the haughty acronym for “coefficient of restitution,” the percentage of energy transferred from club to ball at the moment of impact?

I had none of those answers, and understood very few of the questions. So I traveled twenty feet to my laptop. A quick browser search of “new golf clubs” yielded an astonishing 182 million hits, 170 million more than “Bush sucks,” and a cool 140 million more than “Viagra online.”

Hacking away at the list, I started with the clubs I knew to be “hot,” not because I retain an insider’s knowledge of such things, but because Golf Digest told me so. Once a year, the game’s most prestigious magazine rates new equipment, adding a few gems to what it calls its “Hot List.” One of my best friends is a fellow named John Strege, who now covers equipment for Golf Digest, in part because he loves it, but also because he lives in Carlsbad, California, a ten-minute car ride from the manufacturing facilities for Titleist, TaylorMade, and Callaway.

So, faced with all the choices, I called him to ask what makes a club “hot.” John said, “It’s completely subjective, but we (the magazine editors) look at everything. We have testers at every skill level. They hit every new club and tell us what they think. Then we bring in mechanical engineers and physicists to go through the technology and separate innovation from bull. Talk about guys who speak a different language: They might as well be speaking Farsi.”

“Did you learn anything?” I asked.

“Yeah, what little I understood. Like the USGA has a limit of point-eight-three on the COR: that means a driver can only transfer eighty-three percent of its energy to the ball at impact. In one of the sessions, I found out that transferring a hundred percent is a physical impossibility. Can’t be done, but if you could somehow breach the laws of physics and get to a hundred percent there would be no sound. The ball would just shoot off the club: no click, no pop, nothing; silent. Those guys explained why, but I have no idea what they said.”

I put that one in my trivial-knowledge-for-cocktail-party-conversation file, thanked John for the insight, and went back to the computer to try to narrow my search. The first “hottie” to catch my eye was the TaylorMade r7 460cc Ti driver, a top pick among the Golf Digest editors, and, according to TaylorMade, “the most played driver on the PGA Tour.”

I noticed this one first because the clubhead was the size of my foot. It was hard to miss something that big, especially after the company added a bunch of sleek high-tech writing to the heel and sole plate. The designers also plunked three large gunmetal screws in the back.

The little-r big-7 460cc Ti was a meaty, manly club, the kind of instrument that makes you feel longer and stronger the moment you hold it in your hands. It’s like straddling a Heritage Softail Harley for the first time: Performance is secondary; the Alpha-dog adrenaline surge is all that matters.

The club also came from TaylorMade, a company that is one of the most important historical institutions in the history of golf, a company that forever changed the way the game is played.
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It all started in the winter of 1962 when a young dark-eyed Yugoslavian named John Zebelean cupped a communist cigarette in the fingers of his weathered hand and pondered his future. John had grown right sick of dung-smelling cigs from such Soviet wonderlands at Turkmenistan and Tbilisi, along with the crappy food, dirty snow, and bleak views of industrial filth. So John and his wife, Elizabeth, packed two duffel bags and slipped through the Iron Curtain with soldiers and border guards hot on their trail.

With a lot of help, John and Elizabeth made it to Italy, and later to the rolling hills of San Francisco Bay. Unlike many of their less fortunate comrades, John had a professional advantage: He was a nuclear physicist, a trade that not only made him incredibly marketable, but was one that President Kennedy would have paid him handsomely never to practice again in his home country.

John took a well-paying job developing nukes at the Lawrence Livermore Laboratories just north of San Jose where he and Elizabeth bought a ranch-style home and a Chevy. Nine years later John had adapted well to the American dream. So, on Sunday, January 17, 1971, it was no surprise when he stretched out in front of the RCA color set with a bowl of chips and a beverage and watched the Baltimore Colts beat the Dallas Cowboys, 16 to 13, in Super Bowl V. Afterward, Zebelean followed the lead of the rest of America, which was collectively too lazy to change the channel. That made the following show, the Bing Crosby National Pro-Am at Pebble Beach, the most watched golf tournament in television history at that time.

Another beverage into the final round of the tournament, Zebelean, who had never played golf and knew as much about the game as the tournament winner, a journeyman named Tom Shaw, knew about building a nuclear bomb, had an epiphany. “I couldn’t believe they were actually hitting clubs made of wood,” Zebelean said.

John didn’t know golf, but he knew engineering. He knew that wood absorbed kinetic energy like a sponge drew water. A metal—steel, cast iron, aluminum, or titanium—would transfer more energy from the clubhead to the ball when struck with the same velocity. In short, metal woods would go farther.

This would become a seminal moment, one of those watershed events like the morning Bill Gates said to IBM execs, “Nah, I think we’ll own the software and license it to you.” The significance would not be realized until years later, but that afternoon, sitting in front of the television on a lazy Sunday, John Zebelean first conceived a hollow, metal-headed golf club, a “metal wood” for lack of a better description, one that would be more forgiving, more adaptable, more durable, and easier to hit.

Metals had been tried before. The British patent office granted a patent to the Currie Metalwood in 1891, the same year Old Tom Morris drew his first routing for a new course in Gullane called Muirfield. Steel shafts made their first appearance in 1891 as well. Unfortunately, metal craftsmanship was still stuck in the steam locomotive age. The Currie Metalwood, for all its good intentions, was a thick hunk of iron on a rebar shaft, so heavy it was all but impossible to swing. After a few dislocated shoulders and blown rotator cuffs, the Currie Metalwood joined the rake-toothed wedge in golf’s curiosities cabinet where it stayed until John Zebelean took another look.

Zebelean tinkered for years. His initial lack of knowledge of golf was an advantage; he approached the process from a pure engineering perspective, a first in the more-art-than-science world of club design. But knowing even less about marketing meant that his designs didn’t sell very well. A few driving ranges bought the metal-headed woods as rentals—let’s face it, no matter how badly you swing, it’s hard to scratch a stainless steel head—but that was about it.

Enter a gregarious young club salesman named Gary Adams, the son of a club pro, and the kind of polyester-wearing backslapper who could sell anything, including Zebelean’s dull gray cast metal wood, a club that looked awful and sounded worse. Adams called the new venture TaylorMade, and he beat a trail to every retail shop he could find trying to convince golfers to give Zebelean’s driver a whirl.

In 1979, Adams convinced a tour pro named Jim Simon to hit the TaylorMade driver on the range at La Costa Golf and Country Club. Simon, who was hitting three-woods to his caddie standing at the 240-yard marker, looked at the club, grunted, pounded a mound of turf into a makeshift tee, threw down a ball, and hit the driver off the dirt.

The caddie’s head went up and then back as he watched the ball fly thirty yards farther than any shot Simon had hit all day.

The following day, Simon put the TaylorMade metal wood into play at the Tournament of Champions, an event that would have gone largely unnoticed had Simon not been paired with Jack Nicklaus in the first round. After Simon hit his new metal contraption past Nicklaus on the first two par fives, Jack was heard grumbling that “it sounds like he’s hitting a beer can.”

Three months later, Simon had pros lined up on the range at Atlanta Country Club during the Atlanta Classic to hit his loud new driver. “Jeez, the whole thing’s a sweet spot,” one pro said. “Goddamn, that’s loud,” said another. Some liked it, some didn’t, but everybody wanted to give it a try.

A year later, a hundred tour pros had metal woods in their bags. By 1984, TaylorMade was the number one driver on the PGA Tour. Four years later, wooden golf clubs, the handcrafted Samurai swords of the game for almost 400 years, were obsolete. And the master craftsmen who had spent a lifetime carving them joined buggy-whip makers and blacksmiths as casualties of what economists dryly call “a paradigm shift.” Louisville Golf, a leading producer of persimmon heads and supplier for Wilson, Spalding, and Hogan among others, went from a hundred-person payroll to a staff of seventeen virtually overnight.

“The bottom fell out,” former MacGregor chief designer Clay Long said. “We had sixty-five highly skilled craftsmen (at MacGregor) making persimmon clubs, and just like that there was nothing for them to do.”

Replacing these artists was a cadre of aerodynamic engineers, metallurgists, physicists, and rocket scientists. With no more Pershing II missiles to build after the end of communism, hordes of defense contractors found themselves retooling their résumés. And in a move anticipated by absolutely no one, many of them followed the example of John Zebelean and began making golf clubs.

In five years, venerable golf companies like MacGregor, Wilson, and Dunlop went from being industry dynamos to shrug-of-the-shoulders afterthoughts. In their places came start-ups like Callaway Golf, founded by a septuagenarian textile executive and winemaker; Bridgestone, a Japanese tire and rubber company; and TaylorMade.

By the turn of the millennium Callaway was pumping $40 million into research, a sum larger than former industry leader Hogan had generated in total sales just twenty years before.

Clubs weren’t the only thing that changed overnight. Because metal woods imparted less spin, players started hitting harder balls. Within a few short years wound rubber balls with soft balata covers joined persimmon heads on the ash heap. With them, a player’s ability to “work the ball,” hitting fades and draws, hooks and slices at will, tumbled down the priority list. Golf became a high-loft, low-spin, beat-the-piss-out-of-it-on-every-swing affair. By 1997, the year the last holdouts (Justin Leonard and Davis Love) tossed their persimmon drivers in the closet, players realized that you were better off bombing drives as far as possible and having a wedge approach, even if your ball was in the rough.

Over coffee one morning, three-time Ryder Cup player Stewart Cink told me, “Before getting to New York (for the 2004 U.S. Open at Shinnecock Hills) I watched tapes of past majors at Shinnecock. In 1995, Shinnecock looked like a long, tough test. When I got there I was surprised by how short it felt. Then, I played with Vijay Singh the first two rounds, and he hit driver on almost every hole. There were some holes where I was saying, ‘Wow, why is he hitting driver? This is definitely a three- or four-iron.’ But even when he missed the fairways he was able to get it on the greens. From the rough Vijay shot sixty-eight with no bogeys and made it look easy, in the U.S. Open. That’s when I realized that power is the name of the game today.”

Not long after Stewart and I had that conversation, Tiger Woods won the PGA Championship at Medinah with an average distance per drive of 316 yards, second only to rookie J. B. Holmes, who, in a major championship, the ultimate test in golf, averaged 334 yards per tee shot. Those numbers made it official: the revolution started by John Zebelean’s ugly gray metal driver was complete.

The promise that technology would help me hit it like Tiger kept me in front of my computer for several hours. But all that science sure made my head hurt.

Did you know that the little-r big-7 460cc Ti driver features “an extra-large 460cc clubhead that has the highest MOI of any TaylorMade driver”? Or that the “ultra-thin wall technology permits clubhead wall measuring to 0.6mm, which is 25% thinner than the walls of the TaylorMade r7 quad and the TaylorMade r5 dual”?

There was more. This technological miracle “contributes to high MOI for phenomenal forgiveness,” and, brace yourself, the “inverted cone technology dramatically expands the portion of the clubface that delivers high COR.” If that weren’t enough, the “TaylorMade RE*AX shaft with Fujikura performance technology reduces ovaling in the midsection while allowing the tip to remain flexible.”

As ridiculous as all this was, I didn’t lose my cool until I realized that the r7 460cc Ti came with a wrench, or as the site stated, “a TLC wrench kit,” that included “hard case, TLC wrench, TLC manual, TLC cartridges (available in 2g, 6g, 8g, 10g, 12g, and 14g), an r7 TP weight kit, trajectory wheel, and a TP manual.”

Not only did I have to read all this gobbledygook, I was actually supposed to use a wrench to fine-tune the thing myself. No, thank you.

Maybe I’d have better luck with irons.

The Nike Slingshot looked promising. It also splashed the “Hot List” logo across the top of an ad page, along with the added boast of being an “Editor’s Choice.” What also caught my eye were the initials OSS that Nike had attached to this model. Apparently, Nike had “moved the center of gravity further beyond the face, resulting in Air CG+ by deepening the slingback design, widening the dual glide sole and incorporating a lighter, hotter, cryo-steel face.”

My mind flashed back to my first car, a 1967 Plymouth Belvedere with an Edelbrock 600-cfm four-barrel carburetor and a lightweight 426 Hemi. As a seventeen-year-old I had no idea what any of that meant (I barely knew enough to fill it with gas and check the oil) but I knew the words exuded cool as they rolled off my tongue. After an hour online, it became evident that the language of today’s modern golf clubs was also designed to excite and obfuscate in equal measure.

“People want all that tech jargon,” John Strege said. “Remember when Callaway first got into the golf ball business? They had two balls: Rule 34 Blue, and Rule 34 Red. One was softer than the other. Those balls were failures, because they were too simple. The box was plain and the choice was easy. People didn’t want that. They wanted to be dazzled by technology. Now, every panel on a box of Callaway balls is full of data. People want to feel like they’re getting the best science, even if they don’t understand it.”

“How are you supposed to decide?” I asked.

“You’ve got to get fitted,” he said. “You should fly out here, go through the testing centers, and get on a launch monitor. With all the technology out there today, if you don’t get custom fit, you’re just guessing.”

“You’re going to do what?” Debbie said when I told her I needed to go to California.

“I have to get fitted for clubs,” I said. “It doesn’t make sense to do anything else.”

“Unbelievable.”

“I’m sure it’ll all work out.”

“Oh yeah, that’s what keeps running through my mind. ‘Don’t worry, Debbie, it’s all going to work out fine.’ ”

“I’ll be careful.”

“Uhhhh.” She wailed as she put her face in her hands.

“Not to be obtuse,” I said, “but is that a ‘yes’?”

Customizing clubs to fit an individual golfer (or as my father called it, “carving the arrow to suit the Indian”) is nothing new. In fact, the oldest known set of clubs in existence, the “Troon Clubs,” so-called because they were housed in the clubhouse at Royal Troon near Ayrshire, Scotland, for the better part of a century, was a custom set. Found in the boarded-up cupboard of an old farmhouse, the circa-1500 set is now on display in the World Golf Museum at St. Andrews. But back when Bill Shakespeare was a precocious tot, the Troon clubs—six woods that could be mistaken for street hockey sticks, and two irons, the heads of which look like campfire spatulas—were custom-made for some prominent Scottish citizen with the initials J.C. (we know this because those initials are stamped on the heel of the irons, and in several places on the woods).

It’s doubtful that whoever made the clubs went to great lengths to “fit” J.C., although the clubmaker did know enough about the golfer’s game to add a small cleat to the toe of one of the irons, thus allowing J.C. to dislodge his errant shots from gopher holes and off-the-beaten-path piles of rock.

No record exists of how many shots the custom set shaved from J.C.’s score, but throughout the subsequent 500 years, golfers like him have clung to the fanciful belief that if they could only find the right clubs—divine instruments constructed to mask their inefficiencies—all their shanks, slices, nips, yips, and flubs would vaporize.

I kept all that in mind as I pulled my rental car into the guest parking space at the Ely Callaway Performance Center, a glistening low-rise structure in the dry hills of north San Diego County. Other
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