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        “What a great golf memoir and fun read. I found it genuinely moving, but I also laughed out loud multiple times. I have known Ryan for many years and witnessed his quiet transformation firsthand. The uber-competitive hockey guy I met decades ago at Hudson National has surely become a more mindful player who really enjoys the moments and the people he plays with today. It’s pretty neat to see how he has learned the important lessons he never knew he was being taught. I hope he gets to finish the chase someday, but more so I hope his message reaches as many people as possible. It’s a good one.”

        JIM CRAIG, 1980 USA OLYMPIC HOCKEY GOALTENDER
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        The only foolish part of chasing the top 100 golf

        courses was thinking the list was the point.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To Ed Mineri,

      a fine gentleman, a world-class teacher, and someone whose timeless lessons needed to be shared.
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      Never in my wildest dreams did I anticipate my driveway puck-shooting time being interrupted by an elderly man I hardly knew, who would teach me how to live the rest of my life.

      I grew up in the 1970s on Long Island. As a kid, my sole desire was to play hockey. During the summer, it was hard to find ice time, so I would spend hours in my driveway shooting pucks by myself. I had a silicon shooting board that was supposed to resemble ice (it didn’t), and a real net that I set up in front of our one-car garage. My dad hated this pastime because, oftentimes, when he arrived home from work, I had broken something. Usually, it was the garage window or the downspout, but I had also chipped the brick multiple times and once managed to make a puck mark on the roof. That was from a ricochet off the crossbar, which I would later tell him was not my fault.

      One summer, when I was about twelve years old, my across-the-street neighbor, Ed Mineri, who was probably in his mid-seventies, came over to talk to me. I remember shooting pucks and seeing him crossing the street out of the corner of my eye. He was about 5 feet 8 and a bit overweight with Coke-bottle glasses and a mostly bald head. He walked very slowly, like each step had tremendous purpose. He looked at me from a distance with intent. I privately feared that I had somehow broken something in his driveway, too. Much to my surprise, he said, “Hello,” and followed with, “I don’t know if you have ever tried playing golf, but I am going to the Christopher Morley Park nine-hole course to play, and I would like it if you would join me. I will drive.”

      I had never played golf, nor had I ever spoken to Mr. Mineri for obvious reasons. He was over seventy, and I wasn’t even a teenager yet. I was very relieved that I had not broken anything. I was also curious why this guy would want to take me to play golf. I thought about it for a minute and figured it might be fun. I went inside and asked my mother if this would be okay. Surprisingly, she said yes, and even suggested I use her golf clubs, which I didn’t even know she had. Turns out, my mother actually played golf on occasion with my grandmother when she was younger. Who knew?

      I was a small kid, so using her clubs worked fine that day and for the rest of the summer. I remember vividly that they were a full set of ladies’ steel-shaft Patty Berg clubs.

      Christopher Morley Park was only about twelve minutes from my house, so it was a quick drive. Mr. Mineri had an old grey car, and we loaded the clubs in the trunk. He made a comment about my mother’s golf bag and how if we kept playing, I would want to get a lighter bag, so it would be easier to carry. We arrived at the course and found a line of people waiting to pay. Apparently, golf was pretty popular. Again, who knew?

      Mr. Mineri explained to me how the system worked. We paid our greens fee, and then we would be added to the tee sheet. Eventually, they would call us. Most likely, we would be paired with two other people. The course preferred you to play in foursomes when it was busy. He assured me that the people he gets paired with are usually very nice and not to be concerned. The wait was going to be about thirty-five minutes. “Not too bad,” he remarked, and I was thinking, so we just sit here for thirty-five minutes and do what?

      He walked me over to the practice putting green, and we tried putting. He showed me how he liked to putt, but made it clear to me that putting is very much about what feels best, and that there are traditional ways to do it, but no right or wrong way. He explained how the greens were undulated and that the pace of the putt was as important as the line; one without the other wouldn’t work. After several minutes, we went over to the hitting net. It was available, and he had me jump in. He told me to tee up a ball and swing naturally. I did as I was told and repeated the process with several of the clubs. I remember thinking how awkward it was because I played hockey left-handed, but my mom’s clubs were right-handed. Still, being a decent athlete, I was able to hit a few solid shots into the net.

      Sufficiently warmed up, we headed back to the bench, and Mr. Mineri asked me if I knew anything about the clubs in the bag. I did not. He proceeded to explain the irons from long to short, the woods from 5-wood to driver, and pretty much everything in between. He was not preaching, but you could almost feel how much he was enjoying teaching me. It reminded me of my grammar school gym teacher, who was an ex-football player; whenever we were going outside to play football, the guy just lit up like a Christmas tree. Mr. Mineri was like that with golf. He clearly loved the game and wanted to share it with me.

      Finally, it was our turn to play. We were paired with an older couple, not close to Mr. Mineri’s age, but I guessed about forty or fifty. Although I no longer recall their names, I remember them being nice people who said they loved to come out and play nine and just enjoy each other’s company outdoors.

      As we approached the first tee, Mr. Mineri told me, “Don’t think about your score, just try to hit some shots and see how you do. I will tell you where to aim and we can find your ball after you hit it.”

      Mr. Mineri had a very slow, deliberate swing that closely resembled how he walked. He hit his tee shot down the middle, but not very far. I hit a decent enough drive that was slightly off line, but maybe even a few yards past his, and we were able to find it in the rough. He told me to grab a 7-iron and try to stay down to make sure I made contact out of the rough. I did so, and the ball went in the air toward the green, but was just short. He also came up short on his approach to this pretty easy par 4. He showed me how to chip by hitting his shot, which he left just three feet under the hole. I tried the same motion but bladed it across the green.

      He laughed and said, “Don’t worry, it happens, go try it from the other side now, a bit softer.”

      I finally found the green and putted a couple of times to finish the hole. Mr. Mineri had long ago knocked in his par putt. We moved on to the second hole.

      The nine holes took about three hours, and during that time, Mr. Mineri never got frustrated with me. He was not bothered when we had to wait on the tee for the group in front of us. He was never annoyed looking for our playing partner’s ball, which we did several times. He just seemed to enjoy every single moment. He walked with the same tremendous purpose to each step: never hurried, never rushed, never bothered. It was really cool to watch. It was as if he were one with the course. I thought, when am I ever as calm as he seems to be right now?

      He tried to talk to me and keep me engaged during the round. He asked about my parents, about my hockey team, and my school. He was kind and seemed genuinely interested.

      I told him there was no way I could ever tell my hockey buddies I was playing golf. They might lock me out of the locker room. He thought that was funny, but then he muttered something about them missing out.

      When we finished the round, I was trying to add up my score, and I asked him what he shot. I will never forget his response.

      “Oh, I just keep track of my pars. I think I had four today, and that's pretty good for me.”

      I sat there for a second trying to understand.

      “You don’t keep score?”

      “Well, not in the traditional sense. I gave that up a long time ago. I am not going to play in the US Open. I am out here for my own enjoyment. I paid my hard-earned money for the right to play on the course. I know I will hit some good shots and some bad ones, so I don’t take it too seriously. I enjoy knowing I made a few pars, and if I make worse than par, I try to not worry about it or even write it down. I just go to the next hole and try my best. Like anyone, I don’t like hitting bad shots, but we all do it, even the pros. The good shots … those are the ones that always keep me coming back, and there are usually at least a few per round.”

      As a highly competitive kid, it was fascinating to listen to his philosophy on keeping score. Everything I did at that time had an end result, whether I was taking a test in school or playing in a hockey or baseball game. There were stats and a record of everything to determine your grades, who won, your batting average, whatever it may be. Yet here was this seventy-something-year-old guy who walked at his own pace, loved his sport, and only kept track of the good holes. Amazing.

      I didn’t fall in love with golf that day, but we did go back several more times that summer. I found that I really enjoyed the time with Mr. Mineri, and I kind of liked golf as well. I was getting a bit better each time, and we talked more with each round. Both of my grandfathers had died before I was eight, so I privately wondered if this was what it would be like to have a grandpa. I sort of liked it. He was so nice to me. He always encouraged me and tried his best to make my round as enjoyable as his. By the end of the summer, we were both able to count a few pars each round. It was the one area in life that I only counted the good. I had Mr. Mineri to thank for that.

      Obviously, I never uttered a word about my trips to Christopher Morley to my hockey friends. That little secret was in the vault, never to be discussed with anyone. In fact, my wife of three-plus decades had never even heard this story. I always wondered why Mr. Mineri had asked me to play golf, since there were plenty of kids in the neighborhood. I never got that answer.

      A couple of years later, after he had passed away, his daughter, Elaine, came across the street to find me shooting pucks. I half-wondered if she was going to ask me to go to Christopher Morley.

      “I don’t want to bother you,” she said. “I just wanted to tell you how much my dad loved taking you to play golf. As he aged, it was one of the highlights of his week, and you may not know it, but he loved the time you two spent together.”

      I was stunned. I felt so humbled that this nice man had taken time to get to know me while teaching me his favorite sport. He had offered pearls of wisdom to me without pushing anything on me. His easy rhythm, purposeful walk, kind manner, and love of the game were things I will never forget.

      Mr. Mineri was far from a world-class player, but I think he was certainly a world-class teacher. He taught me all the important things about golf, none of which had anything to do with the swing, ball flight, apex of the shot, weight transfer, or anything else golfers spend hours thinking about. He taught me how to love the game, and more so, to enjoy the people you play it with. He taught me how to be present and purposeful on the course, take in the scenery, and enjoy the rhythm of the round. Most of all, he taught me how to count and savor the great moments, like making a par, because they keep you coming back.
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      The following summer, I played a few more rounds with Mr. Mineri and realized I liked golf, but I was thirteen and looking to make some money. My grandmother was a member at a private club not too far from my house, and she told me that I could possibly be a caddie. I had no idea what that was, but if I could make money and be on the golf course, it sounded like a pretty good idea.

      My grandmother brought me to the club and introduced me to the caddie master, a man named Amato. Yes, just one name, kind of like Madonna, Sting, or Bono, though he wasn’t famous. I will never forget him. He was a very gruff older guy who sat in the caddie-master booth all day and didn’t really talk to anyone. The caddie-master booth looked like a wooden phone booth and was an extension of the bag room, where the clubs were stored. Amato would answer his rotary phone (kind of crazy to think of now) by saying, “Daaaaaamaato,” which I always found kind of funny and a bit strange.

      Amato said he could use another single caddie, which meant I would carry just one bag. If I wanted to try it, I should show up at sunrise tomorrow and be prepared to wait until my name is called. I would make eleven dollars a bag per round. No tip. It was a non-tipping club. Believe it or not, this sounded like a good deal to me. It is hard to believe that kids now routinely get over $125 per bag for the same job with far lighter bags, but I digress.

      I got my dad to drop me off the next morning. I will never forget the horrible advice I got from my late mother, who told me I needed to be dressed properly to be a caddie at a private club and to bring some golf magazines to read so I would fit in with the other caddies.

      She could not have been more wrong. The next morning, I showed up in golf shorts and a golf shirt with two golf magazines under my arm and was pretty much laughed out of the caddie yard by the pro jocks and the rest of the caddies. “Pro jock” is a nickname for a full-time caddie who goes elsewhere to caddie in the winter or has worked full-time on tour.

      They took my magazines, tossed them around to one another, and took turns making fun of what I was wearing. The situation got far worse a few minutes later, when Amato decided to tell one of the caddies that I was the grandson of a member. Things were going from bad to worse. They were employees, and employees worked for the members. The caddie yard was a place where relatives of members clearly did not belong. These guys were relentless.

      “Hey, you realize you’re not playing, right? You’re working. Are you sure you want to work in your nice golf shirt? Hey, do you have any more magazines for us to read?”

      It was nonstop for hours. I had never in my life wanted a redo or, in golf terms, a mulligan, so badly. If I could have left, I probably would have. Honestly, in thinking about it, if I could have lit myself on fire, I might have done that as well. Pretty much anything but sit there and be made fun of. I suppose, in the end, it was a character-building moment.

      The torture went on until all the caddies were called to the bag room to grab their loops, golf slang for a caddie’s work assignment. Finally, my name was called. I got kind of lucky, because my first loop was with a pro jock. Danny had already been out that morning, so this was his second loop of the day carrying two bags. In 1979, these were tour-sized leather staff bags with leather straps and no stands, so this was no small feat.

      Danny showed me the ropes, and now that there wasn’t a group of guys around making fun of me, he was nice to me. He shared a bunch of little insights about what made a good caddie, while managing both of his golfers and watching every ball. He read every putt and raked every trap. It was impressive to see a veteran caddie like him doing all of this with ease. I remember him telling each player where their ball was and handing them a club to hit before they even looked at the shot. He was amazing.

      I did a decent job of handling the bag, but I had a lot to learn about caddying. Good news for me, though, thanks to the time with Mr. Mineri, I understood the game pretty well. I picked everything up relatively easily, and after a couple of weeks, I had moved up to number-three single caddie. This meant I was the third one out when someone was needed to handle a single bag. Sometimes this meant an early loop, but most days I waited in the yard for hours.

      As I climbed the ranks and learned the caddie yard culture, the horrific memories of my first day began to fade, and some of the senior caddies even took a liking to me. I was proving myself daily through hard work, and I didn’t say much. I went about my business, trying to make everyone’s loop easier and do my best for the player I was working for. Obviously, I learned to wear a T-shirt and work out shorts, and never to bring magazines to the yard.

      Eventually, the other caddies began talking to me a bit, and I was even invited to the poker game that occasionally happened on a slow morning. It was quite funny to see, because the young guys routinely got fleeced. They would caddie for the day only
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