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This book is dedicated to

NEIL OXMAN

who had the best tip of all:

“You should take a lot of lessons.”





Do it nice and easy now,

Don’t lose control.

A little bit of rhythm—

And a lot of soul.

Come on, come on:

Do the Loco-Motion with me.

—Gerry Goffin and Carole King, “The Loco-Motion” (1962)







  1   Hope

IN THE WINTER OF ’66, George headed west, seeking golf. Lanky, patrician George Plimpton, Harvard ’48, of New York City, schlepping his brand-new golf bag through California airports and motel parking lots. He was looking to embed himself in the secret society of touring pros and teaching pros, among other high priests in well-traveled FootJoys. The final stop on his West Coast swing was the Bob Hope Desert Classic, a five-round pro-am in greater Palm Springs, pros playing for prize money, amateurs beside them, paying for the privilege. George was a shaky 95 shooter. That is, as am as am can get. Our hero. He got himself to the Hope—and inside its rope lines.

In the first round, George sliced a drive that nearly hit Hope and his playing partner, the comedian Phyllis Diller, as they sat in a cart on an adjoining hole. George’s recovery shot with a 3-wood flew into a grass parking field. As his caddie chased after it, George bellowed, “Lay it leave!” Diller, wearing a plaid hat topped by a red pom-pom, said to Hope, “Lay it leave?” Poor George. He was looking for Leave it lay. Not that anybody said those three words in succession while playing golf, then or ever. But golf promotes all manner of oddness, and does so with stunning efficiency. You can imagine George’s get-me-out-of-here 3-wood shot, Bob Hope watching with detached amusement. I see a whirring, blurring swing, George’s cheeks turning red as the shot ignores his flight plan for it. Maybe I’m projecting here.

Later, in The Bogey Man, George Plimpton’s largely joyful and sometimes painful account of his three-week immersion in the pro game and psyche, he wrote this see-through sentence: “I spent a lot of time at driving ranges.” Of course you did, George! What golfer seeking improvement can resist a driving range? We always think we’re one session, or one shot, away from a revelation, right? We’re always close. It keeps us at it and young. Or youngish. The Bogey Man was in my high school library, when I was falling into the whole thing. That was a lucky break.

On a bleak Saturday afternoon in January, I flew from Philadelphia (where my wife and I live) to Phoenix, rented a car, drove through an eerie nighttime desert fog, and crossed over the Colorado River and into California. I had, in the back of my semi-large Hertz rental vehicle, a little green golf bag filled with old beryllium copper Ping Eye2 irons with new rubber grips. Also a two-way (lefty and righty) yip-proof (a man can dream) putter and a driver I could hit semi-reliably for second shots on long par-4s and most par-5s. The car’s navigation system was out for long stretches, but I didn’t need it. My route was a straight shot west on I-10. Palm Springs beckoned. The old Bob Hope tournament beckoned. Golf beckoned.

George was thirty-eight when he dropped out of his Upper East Side existence and into golf for three weeks. He asked Jack Nicklaus about his superstitions and tried to ask Arnold Palmer about his dreams. He played lighted courses at night. He was on the prowl, looking for the key to the room where golf’s secrets are stored. He read Alex Morrison’s Better Golf Without Practice. Well, why not? Morrison taught Henry Picard, and Picard taught Jack Grout, and Grout taught Jack Nicklaus. Nicklaus told Plimpton how he wore the same good-luck pants for four straight days through the heat of the 1962 U.S. Open, which he won in a playoff over Arnold at Oakmont, near Pittsburgh. But nothing lasts forever. Lucky pants, like swing thoughts, get hot for a while and then they cool off.

When I headed west, I was sixty-three and had been playing golf, and thinking about the golf swing, for fifty years. Christine, my bride of thirty-plus years, has seen me in front of mirrors many times, dangling and swinging my arms, trying to feel the weight of my hands.

I would need more than three weeks.



In the mid-1970s, when I got snared in golf’s web—couldn’t play enough, read enough, watch enough—there were professional events named for people, for Patty Berg, for Byron Nelson, for Bing Crosby. Golf was dripping with personality. Johnny Miller in flared plaid pants, smirking as his birdie putts rolled, his hair getting blonder and longer by the week. Lee Trevino wobbling down various fairways—in Dallas, in Canada, in Great Britain—often dwarfed by his enormous caddie, Herman Mitchell. All putts break toward Herman, Trevino liked to say. Trevino was Buck, in the stories from writers who knew his nickname. There were tournaments named for cities. Phoenix, going back to 1935. Houston, Atlanta, Hartford, Greensboro. Other tournaments combined people and places: the Dean Martin Tucson Open, the Glen Campbell Los Angeles Open. M*A*S*H ended in 1983 and a year later the actor who played Klinger, a cross-dressing enlisted man, had an LPGA event named for him, the Jamie Farr Toledo Classic.

By the time I landed in Phoenix—Saturday night, January 13, 2024—you couldn’t find any of that in your rearview mirror. The Bob Hope Desert Classic, the annual five-round tournament in and around Palm Springs, had morphed, unromantically, into the American Express. Bing Crosby, as a name on the circuit’s schedule, appeared for the last time in 1985, replaced by a ticker symbol, AT&T. I get it, we all get it—the lure of money. In that light, more recent developments were inevitable: LIV Golf and its guaranteed contracts; the PGA Tour’s for-profit division; so-called Signature Events with no possibility of David versus Goliath; tournaments on both circuits with small fields and no cuts. Indoor, nighttime, made-for-TV events. Does any of this seem like golf? You have your answer, and you can guess mine. In the name of programming, in the name of creating “content,” now there is actually too much golf. That is, golf on a screen.

Over the years, what made tournament golf so compelling was its difficulty, its playing fields, its stars, its infrequency. Arnold Palmer, Tom Watson, Tiger Woods: You’d turn on your TV (on those certain and special weekends), and there they were, playing their guts out. We cared because they cared, because golf meant so much to them, and so much to us. Maybe someday order will be restored.

In the meantime, I’m on a mission, in my life and in these pages. I’m seeking the wonder of golf, wherever it might be. The Mystery of Golf. It’s the title of a cult golf book but also a driving force in my life, and it has been since 1974. (I imagine you have your year, too. We are all shaped by our year.) On the Saturday night of the ’74 U.S. Open, Tom Watson had the lead, with Hale Irwin and Arnold Palmer on his heels. You couldn’t wait for Sunday afternoon. In the backyard, in the reflection of the garage windows, I was Watson. That summer, the summer of ’74, I started playing the public course near my house and broke 100 for the first time, 90 on the bus rides home, 80 in my dreams.

Golf comes out of our dreams. In any given year, we might shoot a save-the-card round. We might play—name your course. We might fall in love with a putter. We might watch people so good at playing golf they don’t need another job. Can you imagine? In 1974, Johnny Miller won the first three events of the year: Pebble, Phoenix, Tucson. Michael Murphy—the author of Golf in the Kingdom and the creator of Shivas Irons, the golf teacher-mystic at its center—talks about Johnny Miller in the early months of 1974 as a prime example of a golfing “peak experience,” the golfer so dialed in he can just do it. Be the ball, for real.

Fifty years later, I was heading out with no particular plan except to continue an ongoing investigation. Tour ’24: Do the Loco-Motion. I had my first three stops lined up and nothing beyond that. The Palm Springs event, where I had registered to work as a volunteer. Pebble Beach, where I had work lined up as a caddie. And the Phoenix tournament, where I had signed up to play in the Monday pro-am. Golfing safaris through the Sunshine State, across the Garden State, on the east coast of Scotland—those just kind of happened. Late-season golf dates in Michigan and Ohio and Pennsylvania, the same. Along the way I met loads of memorable people. That’s the nature of travel, most especially golf travel. I am thinking now of the unlicensed teacher I fell in with late in my Do the Loco-Motion tour. You could call this playful man a golfing mystic, but not in a way that brings Shivas Irons to mind. (He could find a money game anywhere.) We hit it off from the get-go. What connected us was the weird riddle that makes your best golf largely elusive. Largely, but not completely. What connected us was the search for golf, real golf, our golf.



The Amex, for decades, has been a sprawling event with a huge field, played on three courses. But I was relieved to discover, almost upon arrival, that there was something personal and intimate about it, particularly at La Quinta, the low-buff resort that is the tournament’s epicenter each year: made-to-order smoothies at breakfast, small groups in bubbling Jacuzzis at dusk, tumbler drinks by fireplaces at night. Scottie Scheffler with his linebacker’s round-shouldered stroll, gliding across a velvety practice green, putter in hand. Do you care how much money he makes? I don’t.

I couldn’t land a place in the tournament’s pro-am, as George had done. For one thing, the spots were way too expensive ($40K-ish), and they were all gone anyhow. My volunteer position was in Amateur Player Services. My job was to distribute tournament gifts—swag, in the term of the art—to the amateurs in the field.

One of my colleagues in Amateur Player Services was responsible for handing out caddie bibs to the ams, along with a rectangular white cloth name tag that identified the Amex amateurs in blocky letters, modeled on what the pro caddies wear. An am named Lee Wielansky came through our workstation, in La Quinta’s Diego Ballroom. He was a big, tall gent with an unhurried manner. He mentioned, with notable grace, that his surname was spelled incorrectly on his caddie name tag. It would get fixed, immediately—we were all certain of that. The ams are royals in these events. Keith Urban performed at a Friday-night tournament concert held on a driving range, its wide lawn dotted with rhinestoned women in white jeans. The ams picked up the tab for everything.

A band of touring pros traveling from one course to another to play tournament golf is an American invention that dates to the 1930s. Civic leaders invited the fellas into town for a tournament. The organizers sold admission tickets, beer in cans, spots in pro-ams. The players got paid before they left town. If the tournament made more than it spent, the leftover money went to good causes. It wasn’t complicated.

When the broadcast networks came in, the purses got much bigger, but nothing really changed. Professional golf has been a weekend staple on TV for decades, but it was never a ratings bonanza, despite Arnold Palmer’s broad appeal and Tiger Woods’s electrifying play. Golf is slow, contemplative, difficult, not for everybody, not even close. It’s a niche sport. For years, NBC sold the Hope on Bob Hope. Bob Hope is in the World Golf Hall of Fame. Bing Crosby is, too.
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Bob Hope, in cardboard, Diego Ballroom, La Quinta Resort.

Years after Bob Hope’s death, and before American Express came in, Bill Clinton briefly became the tournament host. In his first year, Sports Illustrated sent me to the tournament to interview Clinton about his new gig. He spilled some Diet Coke on the white puffy jacket he was wearing, an aide rushed over to dab it away, and Clinton just kept on going, not missing a beat. He talked about golf with ease and joy. I’d brought him a tee sheet from a professional event in Hot Springs, Arkansas, that he had attended as a kid. He pored over the list, remembering names like Ernie Vossler and Al Besselink and how one pro “could play in a telephone booth,” his swing was so upright. Clinton said one of his mother’s suitors, trying to curry favor with young Bill, gave him a golf club, the first one he ever had. It was a driver. Clinton said, “Michael, I brought that driver to the White House. I had them refurbish it and polish it up. I brought it out to Camp David. And Michael, I could not hit that driver at all.”

I saw Clinton playing once at Farm Neck, a course on Martha’s Vineyard. He had his hands high, admirably so, at the top of his swing, a crazy flying right elbow, and a wicked cut move on the downswing. Still, he could make solid contact. Arnold Palmer once told me that Clinton had “good clubhead speed, but with driver he was all over the map.” Arnold was a keen observer of presidents and their swings.

Arnold won the Hope five times. He liked Palm Springs in winter. Late in 1999, I visited with him for several days, seeing Arnold in a casita he owned near the La Quinta resort. This was shortly after the death of his first wife, Winnie, the mother of their two daughters, Peg and Amy. “Winnie never liked it here,” Arnold said one morning. “It was a little too fast for her.”

We were in the living room. On a side table against a wall, with keys and mail, was a fax machine. It started buzzing with a contract for Arnold. There was glee in his voice as he held the warm sheets in his large hands and described this newest adventure in capitalism. He liked business deals that paid him up front.

One of the few requests Winnie made, when their modest winter getaway home was being planned in the mid-1990s, was for a small backyard pool. Arnold’s “too fast” reference was from a lost era—the early 1960s, if not earlier. Over the years and decades, Arnold had logged many rounds, tournament and otherwise, at Tamarisk, a club in Rancho Mirage. Frank Sinatra had a home on the course, with a bar in his backyard, near the seventeenth hole. Arnold played with Sinatra, with CEOs, with stars from every field. He played desert golf with Dwight Eisenhower, Richard Nixon, Jerry Ford, George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush. John F. Kennedy liked Palm Springs, but he and Arnold never played golf there, or anywhere else. They had been planning a game, and they had settled on a week. Christmastime, 1963.



Hotels in January in Palm Springs and the nearby desert burghs are expensive, but the Courtyard Marriott where I stayed was reasonable, its normal rate discounted due to various construction projects inside and out. My tournament shifts started early and the days were long, so I was barely aware of the ongoing work. The hotel parking lot was dull, gray, urban. But to the west, just beyond downtown Palm Springs, you could see magnificent desert mountains covered with rocks that were almost throbbing in the day’s first light. My drive to the La Quinta Resort was forty minutes, and there was never any traffic. Under some of the highway overpasses, you’d see small congregations of homeless people with their shopping carts and plastic bags.

One morning I joined a group of tournament volunteers to work at a food bank, a beneficiary of the tournament. We toured the gleaming facility. We heard about the work done there: getting healthy food to the elderly, the working poor, migrant farmers, needy kids. We unloaded produce and bagged food items on a human assembly line, swept floors, that sort of thing. It was moving, getting a tiny taste of a golf tournament’s good works.

Next to the food bank was a flat, sprawling, sunbaked field, and we were told about a plan to expand the facility into this dusty tract. We were invited to look out a large second-floor window at the barren lot and consider its potential. At its center was one worker, shovel in hand, doing nothing and surrounded by nothing. A half hour later, he was gone. Soon after, so were we.



I am drawn to driving ranges, back-road golf courses, shops with secondhand clubs. I prefer used clubs, clubs with life experience. If you’re traveling and seeking a good range with a grass tee, look for a First Tee facility. I did that late one afternoon when leaving La Quinta and found my way to the First Tee of the Coachella Valley, where I hit my first shots in this new year. The range was crowded, but the grass was good and so were the balls. Carrying my basket of practice balls to the tee, bag on my shoulder, I had the familiar sense of starting over. Another fresh start in a long series of them. All that hope.

I once asked Tiger Woods what happens when a manufacturer sends him clubs on a tryout basis. It’s easy to imagine: Tiger is home in the offseason, the UPS truck arrives and the doorbell rings, Tiger retrieves a knife from a kitchen drawer, slices open a cardboard box, and removes a club still wrapped in protective plastic. (Why should Tiger’s experience be any different from yours or mine?) I asked him, “Do you ever get so excited to hit a new club, you don’t go through your normal warm-up routine before trying it out?” Tiger maybe half-smiled and said, “No, never.” There are a thousand things I could say about Tiger and one of them would be that he answers left-field questions with appealing directness.

At the driving range of that First Tee near La Quinta, I made my first swings of the new year. They were hurried and terrible. Just doing everything in too much of a rush, as per usual. Rushed warm-up, rushed backswing, rushed downswing. Blech.

You don’t usher in a new golf year like you’re dropping a ball in Times Square at midnight. Gradual reintroduction is far better. I should know that. Jack Nicklaus used to start each new golf season by having Jack Grout, his lifelong teacher, look at his grip, his stance, his ball position, and his takeaway. You can read all about it in some of the books Nicklaus wrote, including Playing Lessons. Nicklaus and Palmer were prolific writers. I read their instruction books, and Ben Hogan’s books, in high school. For better or for worse, they were my main instructors, along with the men I caddied for and the buddies I played with, and what I learned in a gym class during the day and an adult-ed evening class a friend and I slipped into without getting kicked out.

My golf is half-decent, and that’s all it is. I can break 90 when the moons align; really, most any day when I’m not distracted by the rest of my life and not flailing around, mentally or otherwise. My problem isn’t an inability to hit good shots. It’s hitting too many poor ones. (Who wouldn’t say the same?) As I started this new golfing year, with George Plimpton as my guide and The Bogey Man as my guidebook, my goal was to play golf with more focus and more purpose. To be less rushed and less distracted in every aspect of the enterprise. To hit fewer lousy shots along the way.

There was a nice collection of golf books in the pro shop at the First Tee I visited, The Bogey Man among them, along with The Greatest Game of All (Nicklaus) and A Golfer’s Life (Palmer). You could borrow the books, and you could buy used clubs, stuffed into two large golf bags donated by the touring pro Maverick McNealy. I saw Maverick the next day when he was coming out of a scorer’s trailer at the Amex, and I showed him a photo of his old bags.

Maverick’s father was a founder of Sun Microsystems, but you’d never know it, talking to Maverick. We chatted briefly about pro-ams. At the Amex, a pro plays his own competitive golf alongside an amateur for three straight days. For many years at Pebble Beach, pros and ams played together for as many as four rounds. All garden-variety PGA Tour events have at least one pre-tournament pro-am, and often two. Sometimes there’s a Saturday pro-am for players who missed the cut. For years, it was almost a comedy bit for the players to dis the pro-ams they played in. “I think guys used to roll their eyes at them, but that’s not true anymore,” Maverick told me. Between the pandemic and the launching of LIV Golf, the professional game had been in disarray for a half-decade, pretty much McNealy’s entire career. Pro golf, in terms of its payouts, had become way top-heavy. At least some pros had become more aware of who makes their lives possible. People who pay to play in pro-ams would be at the top of that list. Also people who shop at airport golf shops, who buy XL buckets at driving ranges, who watch golf on TV on weekday afternoons.
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George Plimpton, the original Bogey Man, putting, Pebble Beach, 1966; bookshelf, pro shop, First Tee of the Coachella Valley.

Maverick told me about the fifty-four-hole golf days he and his father played during vacations when he was a teenager, and how your golf can improve over the course of single marathon golf day. I’ve had that experience. At some point, you start swinging without thinking. One little tip if you’re planning such a day, and I know Maverick will back me on this: Pack extra socks.

Late on Saturday afternoon at La Quinta, I was in the small gallery that followed Nick Dunlap, an amateur golfer playing on the pro side of the tee sheet. Dunlap was a twenty-year-old sophomore at the University of Alabama and the reigning U.S. Amateur champion, a title that gets you (as long as you don’t turn pro) an invitation to the Masters and cheap digs in the Crow’s Nest, an attic dormitory in the Augusta National clubhouse. Jack Nicklaus, Tom Watson, and Tiger Woods all stayed in the Crow’s Nest when they played in the Masters as college golfers.I

Dunlap looked like a lean, fidgety college kid, but he was playing like a man in full. He was in control of the shape of his shots and how far they would fly. That is, distance control. Harvey Penick, the legendary Texas golf teacher, turned the phrase Take dead aim into a life motto for golfers. It’s hard to say more in three words. But from what I’ve seen, tour players don’t take dead aim. They take general aim. Their first goal, iron in hand, is to hit a shot hole-high. That is, a precise distance. They have different swings for a 147-yard shot and a 152-yard shot. You can take care of aim as you address the ball. The ball is just sitting there, doing nothing. You have time. Aiming is not that hard. Distance control takes practice, experience, forethought, and then you start your swing. On any single shot, there’s a lot going on.

Nick Dunlap went out in 30 on his front nine in the third round on the La Quinta course, a short, flat, easy layout with no rough and perfect greens. He was flirting with 59. More significantly, he was trying to become the first amateur to win a PGA Tour event since Phil Mickelson, who did it as a psychology major at Arizona State in 1991. Dunlap’s last approach shot in that Saturday round was hole-high and on the money. He made a closing birdie for 60.

On Sunday, after the fifty-four-hole cut, sixty-six pros and young Nick Dunlap, amateur golfer, were playing for the Amex title on the Stadium Course at PGA West. Dunlap, as the leader by four, was in the last threesome of the day with Justin Thomas and Sam Burns, teammates on the most recent U.S. Ryder Cup team. Dunlap’s Sunday would not be easy. Even with a four-shot lead.

There were TV cameras in his face. His group got a warning for slow play. Various people had flown in for the occasion and were following him around: Dunlap’s girlfriend. His parents. His Alabama coach. His swing coach. His agent (permitted by newish NCAA rules). It was all disorienting, right down to the giant, clicking electronic leaderboards with his name at the top of them, with a collection of familiar names below his own. When you’re playing golf on TV on Sunday and you make a mistake, a half-dozen other golfers usually are right there, ready to pounce. It’s an opportunistic game, one of the reasons corporate America has always been drawn to it. It’s a numbers game with strict rules. On the course, no marketing campaign can save you. You can’t fake anything.

Dunlap’s lead started to evaporate on the back nine. As he walked off the twelfth green, he let out his own one-word review: “Fuck.”

He was clinging to a one-shot lead when he pushed his approach shot into the group of fans to the right of the eighteenth green. Left of the green was a pond. He didn’t need to take dead aim. He needed to keep his ball dry.

“Was that your first spectator hit right there?” Justin Thomas said to Dunlap as they walked up the fairway.

“Did I smoke somebody?” Dunlap asked.

“Percentages,” Thomas said.

The wayward shot had scattered a small group of clustered spectators. Dunlap’s ball caromed off a fan’s foot and into an ideal lie, coming to rest on soft, watered grass. There was some cushion, some air, underneath his ball. Without that good bounce, the ball would have stopped on grass flattened by spectators, a much more difficult shot with no margin for error. Golf and luck, good and otherwise, have had a long marriage, with lots of downs and as many ups.

Nick Dunlap got up and down on the last hole and won by a shot. He posed for photos with the winner of the pro-am, Lee Wielansky, 13-handicap golfer, the silver-haired gent who had come through the Diego Ballroom and politely asked for a redo on his caddie name tag. Two amateurs, the youngest in the field and, at seventy-two, the oldest, were the two Amex winners.

The Masters tournament, three months away, immediately became even more interesting. Could Dunlap, as an amateur, contend at Augusta? Could he get himself to Butler Cabin for the Sunday-night CBS interview as the low amateur, a sash previously worn by Ken Venturi, Jack Nicklaus, Ben Crenshaw, Phil Mickelson, Tiger Woods, and other gilded golf names? The Masters was the brainchild of Bobby Jones, trained lawyer and amateur prodigy golfer, and he venerated the role that amateurs played in his tournament. A lot of good karma has come out of that clubhouse attic.

A few days after his win at the Amex, in a meeting room on the Alabama campus, Dunlap announced he was turning pro. He didn’t cash a check at the Amex, but to view it another way, he made millions there. The gang was all on hand for the announcement—his agent, his coach, his parents, his swing instructor, his girlfriend, his teammates. He was sniffling and wiping away the occasional tear and wearing an Alabama windbreaker, but he had played his last golf for the Crimson Tide. He was turning pro. Really, he already had.



There was no rain through the week of the tournament. Not a drop. On the day after the tournament ended, it poured. A desert storm. The courtyard at the Courtyard Marriott in Palm Springs: drenched. The shipping containers parked on the edge of town: drenched. The cacti dotting desolate highways, the dormant bushes lining suburban streets, the palm fronds draping over Palm Canyon Drive: drenched, drenched, drenched.

The following day, the sun returned. Lee Wielansky, the Amex am winner, had invited me to his club for a late-morning lunch. (More accurately, I got myself invited, as reporters sometimes do.) His club was Tamarisk Country Club, the old Frank Sinatra hangout, located on Frank Sinatra Drive.

The clubhouse, boxy and bright, is a classic example of mid-century modern architecture, with shiny floors and floor-to-ceiling windows. As we made our way through the clubhouse and to our table, members congratulated Lee on his pro-am victory. Everyone knew him. Mr. Wielansky, I quickly learned, was the club president, the thirty-third since the club opened in 1952.

His well-wishers were women. It was Ladies Day at Tamarisk, as every Tuesday is. There was modern art on display throughout the clubhouse, and a member was leading a group of visiting women through the club to look at the collection.

Lee and I were the only men in the crowded dining room. The lunch menu included all-day breakfast options. (Like!) Lee told me how Tamarisk was founded by Jewish businessmen, lawyers, doctors, and entertainers—Groucho Marx among them—who started the club when they could not get into some of the other clubs in Palm Springs. Tamarisk had been part of the course rotation for the Bob Hope Desert Classic for fifty years, beginning in 1960. From its start, the club aspired to be a central part of the Palm Springs good life. There’s something poignant about all this effort in the name of respectability. Exclusion is a powerful motivator.

Lee analyzed his win modestly (“I played well at the right times”) and described his pro-am credo: pick up the moment your score no longer matters; don’t talk too much; don’t complain about anything; swing within your means; and always, always, always be ready to play.



For some, golf is a ride in the country, and for others it’s a hike. I’m in the latter group, and I sometimes think of the golf bag on my back, lunch in a pocket along with a sweater, as my father thought of his canvas rucksack, a tangerine, cheese slices, a Thermos, and a small radio tucked in it. Once, on a hiking vacation, my son introduced me to a website called AllTrails, and I clicked on to it in the Tamarisk parking lot. Within an hour, I was on an arid and remote trail and a world away from Palm Springs country-club living. Three miles in, at fourteen hundred feet, I could see the city for what it is, an oasis in the desert wilderness. On the dusty descent, returning to civilization, I saw something unexpected: a compact green triangle of golf, hugging the mountain on one side, and a dense stretch of developed Palm Springs on the other two. When I got down, I poked around the edges of this toy course. It was the O’Donnell Golf Club, a short, flat, private nine-holer once owned by a Jazz Age oil magnate named Tom O’Donnell. He continued to live on Google, a ringer for Joseph P. Kennedy, JFK’s father, right down to his oval banker eyeglasses and stylish double-breasted suits.

Through the kindness of the club’s general manager, a stylish gent himself named Koll Farman, I played the course the next afternoon, during the golfer’s witching hour, in the hours before sunset.

To get to the club’s first tee, you enter the Palm Springs Art Museum parking lot, pass through the club’s metal entrance gate, park in a tiny members-and-guests lot, walk by a lovely 1920s stucco clubhouse, and march across two narrow fairways to a small, crowded pro shop with the first tee beside it. It’s all charming, if this is your kind of thing. It was not Ben Hogan’s kind of thing. As Koll told the story, Hogan shot 30 on his first nine and was two holes into his second nine when he walked off, grumbling about trees in the middle of fairways. This was my first half-round of the new year, and so unexpected. Golf delivers the unexpected on a regular basis. I lost a ball on a blind par-3 (you don’t see a blind par-3 every day) but otherwise played pretty well. It was past sunset when I finished. The pro shop was closed. Across the course, you could see the warm yellow lights of the clubhouse, and a cold, inhospitable mountain behind it.


	I. At the 1970 Masters, Lanny Wadkins stayed in the Crow’s Nest, as did Tom Watson. “Watson was screaming bloody murder every night in his sleep,” Wadkins says. “I told him, ‘I don’t know what you all are smoking at Stanford, but we don’t do that stuff at Wake Forest.’ ”







  2   George-Abe, Fred-Mike

WHEN GEORGE PLIMPTON WENT WEST in ’66, he flew to Los Angeles, rented a car, and drove north to Pebble Beach to play in his first tournament, the Bing Crosby National Pro-Am, at a time when the amateur field was crowded with entertainers and athletes and politicians. (In 1977, Jerry Ford played in the Crosby the day after he left the White House. That turned out to be Bing Crosby’s final Crosby; he died nine months later, after a round of golf in Spain.) In Los Angeles, a porter helped Plimpton with his luggage. The fellow was a 5-handicap public-course golfer and figured Plimpton was a pro because of his destination and the size of his golf bag. “Well, pop it,” Plimpton told the gent in a feeble attempt to give him a golf tip along with a real one. The first chapter of The Bogey Man ends with Plimpton leaving the airport and his golf-playing porter: “I put the car in gear and started off. As I looked in the rear-view mirror I could see him staring after the car.”

After the Amex, my next event was Pebble, listed on the PGA Tour schedule (officially and unromantically) as the AT&T Pebble Beach Pro-Am. As the AT&T, the tournament’s original casual vibe had been replaced by something far more rigid, cold, and corporate. There was less public drinking. But the event continued to have a prominent place on the tour’s West Coast swing, at least for the ams, for two main reasons: the desire for CEOs to mingle with other CEOs and the lure of Pebble.

I had a layover on my way to Pebble, a five-night stop in Santa Barbara, where Christine had a pet-sitting gig staying in a cozy downtown house where she was looking after two pooches, a short-legged gent named Calvin and his partner Yoshi, rescued from a Tijuana street and apparently able to live on no sleep. (Calvin, in this arranged marriage, had to be the brains of the operation.) Christine and I, during our ventures out, kept an eye on the clock in the name of responsible dog-sitting.

One afternoon, Christine persuaded Vern, the counterman at Sandpiper, a beautiful oceanfront public course up the coast from Santa Barbara, to let me slip out for some walking late-day golf. (Yep, that’s the girl I married.) I played the front nine in a long dusk, owing to the heaving Pacific and the light bouncing off it. Christine walked with me. We finished and headed back to Calvin and Yoshi. A few days later, I was behind the wheel of my semi-large Hertz rental vehicle again, heading north on the 101, driving past ranches, farm fields, and mountain ranges, bound for Pebble.



George Plimpton, amateur contestant in the Pebble Beach pro-am, had a short, wheezing caddie named Abe. They were an odd couple. Abe, a former sardine fisherman, didn’t have a laser rangefinder, as they did not exist then; nor did he have a PGA Tour–sanctioned yardage book, for the same reason. It wouldn’t have mattered.

My path to Pebble was by way of Abe. For decades, the AT&T pro-am field had been massive, one of the biggest in professional golf. But in response to the threat of LIV Golf, the tournament was rechristened by the tour’s overlords as a Signature Event (more ridiculous branding), and the size of the field was cut to less than half of what it once was, while the purse was doubled and then some.

Trying to get a job as a caddie in the tournament, I wrote to an amateur I knew in the field, Fred Perpall, the CEO of a large architecture-and-construction company in Dallas and the president of the United States Golf Association. I was Fred’s Abe.

Fred, I quickly learned, was a golf-by-numbers guy. (It’s all the rage.) His stock 6-iron, per the cheat sheet provided to me by Wes Worster, his Dallas teaching pro who was traveling with him, was his 168-yard club. It gave me pause. The golfing legend Payne Stewart sometimes employed a secret-legend caddie named Linn Strickler, a Vietnam vet who went by “Growler.” Payne observed that when Growler worked for Curtis Strange and others, he offered precise yardages—222, 168, 92. But Growler’s numbers for Payne all ended in 0 or 5, and Payne wanted to know why. “ ’Cause you’re not that good,” Growler said. I viewed the proffered cheat sheet as a guideline.

Fred was in his late forties and athletic. He had a tutored swing and an 8-handicap, the same as another pro-am contestant, Tom Brady. As a dresser, Fred was a scratch, maybe lower. Nobody on the range had a bigger presence, physically or otherwise—except Tom Brady.

Fred, understandably, was doing a lot of sightseeing on the range. All around him were established pros, tour caddies with familiar faces, and princes of finance and sport, among other fields. Wyndham Clark was hitting balls to Fred’s left. Seven months earlier, during the U.S. Open at the Los Angeles Country Club, Fred had handed Clark the winner’s trophy.

Fred is gregarious. He was at Pebble to play, of course, to try to contend over the thirty-six holes of pro-am play, but also to see and be seen. A tech investor walking down the range stopped at Fred’s workstation and said, “I look like the guy selling Peter Millar. You look like the guy modeling it.” Fred was wearing Peter Millar golf pants, a Peter Millar shirt, a Peter Millar quarter-zip pullover—and a Seminole Golf Club visor. (He was a new member to the South Florida club where USGA board members have been prominent for generations.) The whole Pebble scene was recess-gone-wild. On the course, Fred saw somebody he knew who looked like he could have stepped off the set of Succession, the HBO series about a feuding family with a media empire at stake. The man saw Fred shove a 3-wood shot and half-sang, “ ‘Push it, push it, push it real good.’ ” There was something hollow about Fred’s laugh.

His innate manner is formal and proper. Maybe you have seen those traits in people who, like Fred, were born and raised in the Bahamas. It might be the European influence in Nassau, coupled with Fred’s lifelong church-on-Sunday family life. He told me his surname came from the white French family who once owned his enslaved Black forebears. He had grown up in a working-class family, in a house with two bedrooms, one bathroom, and six people. The defining, and enduring, sorrow of the family’s life was the shooting death of Fred’s older brother, Randy, in Dallas, at age twenty-five. It fell to Fred to identify the body and bring Randy home. Fred’s parents lived for Fred’s successes, and they were considerable, starting with his dentist wife, their two daughters, his career, his civic-life prominence, his board seats, his rise in the USGA. Ten years after his first round of golf, not even, Fred had become the president of the USGA, a pro bono position once held by George H. W. Bush’s maternal grandfather. He was juggling a great deal.

As a golfer on the rise, Fred had one big competitive advantage: good eye-hand coordination. That and strong hands. I once said to Curtis Strange, “You show me somebody who can shoot pool and make free throws, and I’ll show you somebody who can get good at golf.” Curtis is one of my favorite people in golf. He is not, by nature, an agreeable person. He said, “I actually agree with that.” Actually. Fred wasn’t a pool player, but in his basketball prime, he was an 80 percent free-throw shooter. A lot of NBA players would like to shoot free throws at that rate.

Fred played basketball and ran track at the University of The Bahamas and later transferred to the University of Texas at Arlington to play basketball and study architecture. In Nassau, Fred’s mother ran a small cafeteria where Fred, waiting on diners, got his customer-service training. Fred’s father worked in the avionics department at Bahamasair, the national airline. Neither Fred’s mother nor his father had the opportunity to go to college.

One day in his junior year, Fred called his father and said, “Coach wants me to change my major so I can focus more on basketball.”

The senior Perpall was not an easy man. He said nothing for five seconds and then hung up. Fred didn’t change his major. He did quit the basketball team. He got a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree in architecture from UT Arlington.

As a kid, the first golfers Fred met were the wealthy members at the Lyford Cay Club, who gave him money to help send him on his academic way, but there was no obvious path to golf in Nassau for a working-class teenager unless you had a job at a club, and even then it wasn’t easy. Fred moved from Atlanta to Dallas in his late thirties with his family and all his basketball gear, but no golf clubs. He didn’t have golf clubs. He didn’t play golf. In Dallas, he quickly realized, the game was a central part of the city’s business culture.

The game became an obsession for Fred. Wes, his teacher, was along for the ride and then some. The USGA was desperate to change its public face—it had been top-heavy with old white men forever—and its leaders found their way to Fred. There were golf games, lunches, phone calls, emails, cigars after dinner. It didn’t take long: Fred was on his way. His life story, and his skill with people, was like a wide-open door for him. His impeccable tailoring only helped.

As a USGA board member, Fred met Tiger a number of times, usually at a resort in the Bahamas called Albany, where Tiger held a winter tournament. Fred, like most everybody at the USGA, would like to see Tiger, the winner of nine USGA events—three USGA juniors, three U.S. Amateurs, three U.S. Opens—become the organization’s ambassador to the world, as Arnold Palmer had been for many years. In 1975, Arnold became the chairman of a new USGA initiative called the Associates Program, by which regular golfers could become “members” of the USGA. Arnold went to the White House and signed up Jerry Ford for the program. I was in high school then and proud to have a plastic red, white, and blue USGA tag on my carry bag.I I knew plenty of other golfers with the same bag tag. USGA officials have had a long-standing fantasy about what Tiger could do in a similar role.

That first morning, as Wes worked with Fred on the Pebble Beach range, there was a lithe man hitting balls one spot over. The two golfers didn’t know each other, but one of the things the tournament does is get like-minded people in the same place.

The man was Dermot Desmond, an Irish billionaire with an impish face and a curling mustache known to many equestrians, European financiers, Caribbean hoteliers, all manner of sportsmen, and hundreds of Irish golf people. Standing behind Dermot that morning was his caddie, Bo Martin, who had worked for Shane Lowry for years. The two Irishmen won the British Open together at Royal Portrush, near Belfast. But they had recently parted ways, as players and their caddies almost always eventually do. Dermot was helping a brother out.

For some years, Dermot’s caddie in the Pebble pro-am was Dewey Arnette, an inimitable golf teacher, or maybe I should just say teacher. Dewey was an excellent golfer who once made eight straight birdies at a PGA Tour event. As a golf instructor, he taught no two people the same way. He helped two future British Open winners, Darren Clarke of Northern Ireland and Pádraig Harrington of Ireland, with their short games, though there were some serious disagreements on the road to improvement. “Professional golfers do not want to hear hard truths,” Dermot told me once.

Teaching elite players of a certain age—those who got good before the rise of Trackman and other number-spitting machines—can be challenging. For one thing, these players often know more about their swings than their teachers. Also, there’s an independent streak in many top players, those who knew golf when it was played with the curving, short-flying balata ball that really did require more artistry. Those golfers—Sam Snead all his life, Lee Trevino in his prime, Ernie Els as a young pro—had to figure out more things for themselves. They learned more on the course than on the range. They taught themselves by playing in all kinds of weather and off every kind of turf. That independent DIY spirit is why I am drawn to many of them. But it is also true that almost nobody gets good at golf, or better at golf, alone. Bobby Jones had Stewart Maiden. Jack Nicklaus had Jack Grout. Dermot Desmond had Dewey Arnette.

Dewey gave Dermot a one-sentence insight into how to use Gene Sarazen’s gift to golf, the sand wedge, and it’s a keeper: “The edge of the sand wedge is hell, and its bounce is heaven.”

It means that when using a sand wedge, especially when playing from a greenside bunker or any fluffy lie, the first point of clubhead-ground contact is with the bottom of the flange—the thick, rounded part on the sole of the club. Bounce is a measurement, the angle between the club’s leading edge and the bottom of the flange, but as many golfers use the words, flange and bounce are the same. The leading edge is hell because it digs. It’s a knife. The club’s bounce lets the clubhead slide under the ball. That’s how a ball gets up and out of a trap and up and out of the rough. To me, the shot in golf with the most sex appeal is not the nuked drive. (I’m dismissive of Chicks dig the long ball, among other Nike marketing claims.) It’s any take-something-off-it wedge shot, with speed through the ball and a light grip. The wedge’s bounce provides the up and out—that’s why bounce is heaven. You often hear golfers talk about “explosion shots” out of traps, but that phrase really paints the wrong picture. The clubhead just splashes some sand out and onto the green, like a pizza chef throwing a pinch of white flour on a marble counter.

I realize this is getting technical, but we’re here to get better, right? Golf requires technique. The short-game guru Stan Utley likes to say that golf is 95 percent technique, 3 percent mental attitude, and 2 percent luck. The best golf instructors, like Dewey, are teaching technique, logic, fundamentals, physics. That’s where they start. But when the teacher-student relationship really clicks, there’s more going on.

Dewey once noted that I had no headcovers. (He didn’t use headcovers, either.) Everything he gave me started with that, my desire for simplicity. Curtis Strange will sometimes say, “When did the golf swing get so complicated?” It doesn’t have to be. Anyway, Dewey’s ability to teach the golf swing cannot fully explain Dermot’s devotion to Dewey. Not by a long shot.

Dermot was once playing in the Pebble Beach pro-am with Pádraig Harrington as his pro partner and Dewey as his caddie. Pádraig was on the back tee, about to play. Dermot and Dewey were standing nearby, one tee up.

“We better get out of the way or we could be killed,” Dermot said.

“I’m ready,” Dewey said. He was closing in on fifty. He died at sixty-two. Cancer.

On the Pebble range, Fred Perpall watched Dermot hit a beautiful draw shot (swing by Dewey) using a new toy in his bag, a driver with a hot-pink shaft. They had a quick, pleasant exchange. Soon after, Fred left the range, boarded a shuttle van, and went to the course, talking with the driver along the way. Wes and I were one row back. Wes was from Trinity Forest, Fred’s home club in Dallas. He was in his late thirties and square-jawed, built like an NFL














































































[image: A typed letter on “The Paris Review” letterhead, with addresses in Queens, NY and Paris, France, dated July 8 and addressed to “Herb.” Corrections are marked in pen.]
    George Plimpton to Herbert Warren Wind, July 8, 1963. Description 1























[image: Jason Snow walking on a golf course under a rainbow, with shadows cast on the grass.]
Jason Snow, sixteenth hole, Pacific Grove Golf Links.









[image: A scenic coastal view with a wooden bench, a dirt path, a road, and the ocean in the background.]
The bench where Chris Wags sat, Pacific Grove Golf Links.










	I. “I played in my first USGA junior event in 1982, and that’s when I got my first USGA bag tag,” says Lee Janzen, winner of two U.S. Opens, in 1993 and ’98. “After I won the ’93 Open I got a letter from Arnold. Jack, too. Those letters meant as much to me as the trophies.”

	II. “It was a storybook ending to my career,” Johnny Miller says. He won the California State Amateur at Pebble Beach in 1968 and the Pebble Beach pro-am in 1974, again in 1987, and finally in 1994, when he was a grandfather and an NBC Sports broadcaster. “Nobody knows and loves Pebble Beach more than me.”
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