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In honor of my mother, Thelma James, with love and appreciation to my wife, Erika James, and with hope for the brightest futures for our children, Jordan and Alexandra James.




INTRODUCTION


I dream my painting and I paint my dream.

—Vincent van Gogh



Standing over a ball on the first tee at Augusta National Golf Club, the most exclusive golf club in America, I flashed back to my six-year-old self.

In my mind’s eye, I saw a skinny black kid in pinstripe overalls running barefoot down a dirt road that cut through the piney woods of deepest East Texas. I was playing baseball with a half-dozen other kids just like me—all barefoot, all raggedy, all poor. Our bat, a long, thin piece of discarded wood, had made its way down to us from the sawmill up the hill. Our bases were shorter planks that had drifted down from the sawmill as well; we lived in shacks with no plumbing or electricity, but we were filthy rich in junked wood. Our ball was made of rubberized plastic: a torn-off doll’s head—pink face cracked, button nose flattened, blue eyes popped permanently open—the remnant of a toy donated to one of us at Christmas by the Salvation Army.

Here’s what else we shared on that sweltering summer afternoon in the early 1960s: the unmistakable stench of poverty. We couldn’t smell it—we were too used to the stink of accrued sweat and squalor and visits to our fly-infested outhouses. But everybody else sure could. It was a stink that the soap we made with lye and animal fat didn’t even wash off during our weekly tin-tub baths.

But to those of us playing baseball on that hot, dusty day with a stick and a doll’s head and the splintery bases we sprinted around as if gliding atop the wind, the stink we bore was simply the smell of… us.

Of everybody like us.

I wobbled for a moment at the memory. The disconnect was almost too vast to fathom: I’d come from a world that lacked almost everything to find myself standing in a world that lacked almost nothing.

A fresh white ball remained on the tee. I lifted my head: a small gallery had gathered around us. Some staff and the next group with their caddies were paying their respects to my host, Danny Yates, a legendary amateur golfer who played in the Masters twice and is considered, along with his family, to be Augusta National royalty. We’d flown there that morning from Atlanta on a private jet that belonged to another member of our foursome.

I rebalanced my stance in my neatly polished FootJoys and waggled a custom graphite driver, trying to ease my first-tee jitters.

I took a final peek down the fairway. A pristine green carpet unfurled slightly uphill, pines and tea olives lining both sides. Birds chirped, and a warm breeze whistled through the tall trees. Both rang in my ears like gongs.

I dropped my head and swung. The ball sailed long and true, a dimpled white dot that floated high into the clear blue sky.

On that late-spring morning in Augusta, with all of Georgia in full bloom, I followed my drive’s trajectory from tee box to touchdown, no problem. It finally rolled to a stop a little short of Danny’s drive. My butt cheeks relaxed a bit. The ball had traveled maybe 230 yards, modest by Augusta National standards, but the sight and the feeling of outsized, almost effortless power is something that has always thrilled me about golf. It’s part of what lured me to the game in the first place and what keeps me coming back, no matter how disastrous my round.

I handed my club to a caddie in a spotless white jumpsuit—I couldn’t help registering the contrast with the dingy, pinstripe hand-me-downs my friends and I had worn in my memory—and strode toward my ball.

For the rest of that day, I couldn’t shake how surreal it all seemed. I don’t think most minds can comprehend the gulf between the world I grew up in and the one whose freshly mowed grass I traipsed across at Augusta. I often felt as if I belonged to neither.

That sensation would stalk me through the ninety-nine courses that followed.



DURING MY YEARLONG ODYSSEY THROUGH America’s most privileged golf venues, my life often unreeled before me like some serialized, uninvited movie. Just as my inaugural round at Augusta unleashed fraught memories from my childhood, the world I found myself in during the ensuing stops often triggered other recollections from my past that, as Faulkner famously wrote and I came to understand firsthand, is not dead; it’s not even past.

Playing the country’s one hundred best and often most exclusive courses is a lifetime goal for many avid golfers. It’s a quest akin to mountain climbers scaling the world’s Seven Summits. It has been done most often by “raters” sanctioned to evaluate courses for Golf Digest, the sport’s consensus rating bible. As far as I knew, however, it had never been accomplished within a twelve-month period—and certainly not by a duffer like me.

But somehow I pulled it off. Beginning that day in Augusta, I played every one of America’s greatest hundred courses, as determined by Golf Digest. My quest took me from coast to coast with dozens of stops in between: from Bethpage Black in New York to Pebble Beach in California; from Congressional Country Club just outside Washington, DC, to Gozzer Ranch in Idaho; from corn as high as an elephant’s eye to a spectacularly isolated course built by a power equipment multimillionaire in the middle of his family’s farm in southern Illinois.

I also played courses that casual fans, even nonfans, can appreciate as much for their beauty and design as for the sporting challenges they present.

There were Pine Valley Golf Club, which rolls through southern New Jersey’s sandy Pine Barrens; Pikewood National Golf Club in West Virginia, which unspools atop a limestone deposit in the middle of a coal-country forest, and dares golfers to play around bluffs, rapids, gulches, and a natural waterfall right behind the par-three fifth hole; and Cypress Point Club, nestled along northern California’s craggy coastline as if it had rolled in one night with the tide.

On and on I went. My odyssey felt equal parts travelogue, personal challenge, and dream come true.

And yet…

Amid all the beauty and history and privilege, there was something else. The barefoot six-year-old playing with that torn-off doll’s head and the things he experienced on the long, unlikely road to the man he would become rarely felt more than a random flashback away.

I never knew when or where one would hit me: once as I rotated through my irons on a dew-covered practice range in Kentucky; another time as I strolled down a bucolic cart path between hidden tee boxes in western Oregon, the landscape so lush that the raging Pacific could be heard but not seen; and then again as I was pulled over by a police officer for speeding on a remote two-lane in the middle of Kansas.

I wasn’t speeding.

It was during such moments that I’d find myself transported to another time and place—to other worlds filled with both light and dark.

I’d hear the hoots and honks of the drunken college kids who sped through the Sawmill Quarters on Friday and Saturday nights, shouting slurs and obscenities while I curled up with my brothers and sisters in the pitch black of our tiny shack.

I’d feel the hard, bad-man heft of my stepfather’s fist, wrapped in the rage of his own inadequacies, as he pounded my face again and again from the front seat of a car, determined to beat the dreamer out of me before we set off on yet another family move.

Or I’d flinch at the terror of being trapped inside an abandoned refrigerator in the back of the house we moved to after my stepfather had pummeled me.

I’d also hear my own young-buck whoops and hollers as I taunted the cows that lazed in my grandparents’ field out in the country. They offered endless entertainment along my route to the nearby pond where I collected bathwater, which later would almost always include the ticklish wriggles of tadpoles.

More than anything else, no matter where I was or what I was doing along my journey, I always, always sensed my late mother, Thelma James.

I’d envision her cooking over a wood-burning stove, scrambling eggs that I’d literally just squeezed out of our dirt-yard hens.

Or I’d see her proudly hand washing a worn-out suit coat, covered in mud and trash and rotting food, that she’d plucked from the city dump like a lost treasure for me to wear in church on Sundays.

When she appeared to me at those moments, vividly beautiful in my mind’s eye, I’d be left to unravel the loving but incalculably complex woman that she was: a sixth-grade dropout who as a teenager was raped by a brother-in-law; a woman who would go on to bear eight children out of wedlock and raise all eight of us to be bright, empathetic, independent adults. We loved her fiercely, honestly, gratefully—right up until the day she died.

Amid all the darkness in our lives, Thelma James was our sliver of light.

Throughout my dream year, it seemed impossible to occupy one world without acknowledging the other. I circulated constantly through both. No matter how rarefied the tee box or fairway or green, that six-year-old in overalls and nothing else stood beside me, making sure I understood both the distance I’d traveled and how little separated us still.



THAT WASN’T MY EXPECTATION WHEN I set out.

Augusta was supposed to be a one-off present from my wife. We’d just moved our family from Virginia to Atlanta to facilitate Erika’s new job as dean of the business school at Emory University. The move meant I’d have to travel back and forth to my job in Fairfax. From the early days of our marriage, as our budding careers sometimes took us in different directions, one or the other of us ended up making a long-distance commute.

To show her appreciation this time, Erika was determined to get me onto Augusta National. Not much gets in her way. So during one of her first meetings with the Emory business school’s advisory board, Erika asked if anyone knew an Augusta National member who could invite her husband to play. Lin Rogers, an Atlanta businessman, was friends with Danny Yates and said he’d ask him about an invite. It was Lin’s jet that carried our foursome to Augusta in a flight so short the descent seemed to begin before the ascent was complete.

Erika’s gift planted a seed. By the time the invite came, I had already decided to retire after more than thirty-three years at ExxonMobil. I started there as an engineer, a recent graduate of Prairie View A&M, and ended up as an executive, overseeing logistics for fuel operations. My team was responsible for making sure that towns up and down the Americas, from just below the Arctic Circle to an hour’s plane ride south of Buenos Aires, got the fuel they needed and that workers were kept safe, with the least impact possible on the environment.

The job was a grind—a challenging, rewarding grind. It involved sixty- to eighty-hour workweeks and kept me on the road at least two weeks every month.

I loved it. But as is true at many high-pressure corporations, I’d seen too many colleagues stay too long and leave bitter and disillusioned. They were worn down by the hours and pressure and jockeying for position that’s all part of corporate America’s life cycle—what makes it both dynamic and wearying.

So like an aging athlete, I decided to leave before I was past my prime. I’d accomplished everything I wanted as a globe-trotting businessman, far exceeding my wildest dreams. Now it was time to move aside and let others do the same.

I was fifty-eight.

I wanted to be home more while our kids were still in high school. It was my last chance to be with Jordan and Alexandra during those critical teenage moments before they sailed off to college. But I also had to be honest, both with myself and with them: I knew I couldn’t go from working at a hundred-miles-an-hour pace straight into an idle retirement. I needed a project—I’d been a projects guy my whole career—to ease me into the transition. I’d been relevant in the corporate world. I’d sat at the head of tables; people had listened to me and often done what I asked.

For my own sanity, I needed to create a new sense of relevance, but not just at something I’d already been doing well—being a husband, a father, a contributing member of society. I didn’t want to become some old guy who used to be. I needed to do something challenging that had rarely, if ever, been done.

My original plan was to reconnect with the country by visiting all fifty states and playing golf on two courses in each, taking my kids along to the most intriguing spots. I love interacting with people, and golf is a great vehicle for that. I didn’t pick up the game until I was in my forties, when a vice president at work suggested I take it up to help me transition to a new position. It was something I had long wanted to do, but it just seemed so hard and expensive.

But once I started, I dove into it with the zealotry of a convert.

After Erika told me about her gift of Augusta, she followed up at Christmas with another present: a book by the renowned golf writer John Sabino that detailed how, during his lifetime, he had played the top courses in the world. Erika inserted a dozen or so pink sticky tabs in chapters about private courses in the United States that she thought she could help me get on—again, not much gets in her way—as an aid to my original plan of playing in all fifty states.

Running my finger down the courses in Sabino’s list, I did what I’ve done since I vowed, as a skinny five-year-old, to be the first person I knew to graduate from high school: I set a new challenge for myself. I already had an invite to what is perhaps the most difficult course in the country to get onto, so I thought: Why not try to play the other ninety-nine? Why not do it in a year?

A month or so later, I opened an issue of Golf Digest that included its America’s 100 Greatest Golf Courses list. My engineer brain kicked in. I viewed the journey as a logistics problem—that was my wheelhouse—knowing I’d have to juggle the schedules of whatever hosts I found and match them up with my own, all while making allowances for family obligations, in-house tournaments, bad weather, missed connections—anything that could throw me off schedule. There would always have to be a plan B and many times plans C and D. I created an elaborate spreadsheet to keep track of it all.

By the time I started, I felt sure I could get access to twenty-five of the courses. That sounds like a healthy number until you consider that it still left seventy-five private courses to breach. The twenty-five I felt assured of included one public course (Long Island’s Bethpage Black) and twelve resort courses, which required only that one pony up enough money to play. In addition to luck, I figured I had three of the preconditions necessary to knock it all out: time, resources, and a supportive spouse.

Yet even with all of that going for me, I realized that to get invites to the other seventy-five clubs, I’d need to lean on something less quantifiable, something that wouldn’t fit into a tab on my spreadsheet: an ability to sell myself and my vision to nearly everyone I met. Daunting as that might seem, I didn’t view it as a new problem: it’s the kind of thing I’ve done my whole life.

I did set parameters. The first involved a slight fudge of the calendar: though I played Augusta in mid-May, two weeks before I retired, because the course closes for the summer for repairs and improvements, I began my calendar year a few weeks after that—in early June, when I was scheduled to play my next round, at Kinloch Golf Club outside Richmond, Virginia. That became my start and end date, and I set it in stone.

I also determined that I would never directly ask anyone to get me onto a private course. I wanted the invitations to develop as organically as possible. When I was paired with others as a single, in the course of our normal, idling-on-the-tee-box conversation, I’d simply tell them what I was up to, the odyssey I was on, and hope that the audaciousness of my quest would compel them to voluntarily be sucked into my dream. If they weren’t moved enough by what I was doing, that was okay, too. I’d simply enjoy our time together.

Another parameter: because some folks I played with at the top clubs could easily get me on almost anywhere else, I decided I’d accept help for no more than three courses from any given person. The goal was not just to play all of the courses but to see if strangers would voluntarily help me. I wanted to see if America could still be a place that was generous enough, enthused enough, and willing enough to help a stranger achieve his dream. With our public differences as a country seeming to swell with every news cycle, I feared that those traits were dissolving.

And then there was the elephant in the room: golf’s relationship with race.

For the lion’s share of its existence in America, golf had been a proud standard-bearer for segregation. Many of its clubs excluded Blacks, Jews, and women—until they were either sued, strong-armed, or shamed into acquiescing. I encountered people during my trek—white and Black, nonmembers and club presidents—who wondered if somebody like me would be welcome on all one hundred courses. As far as it had come, it seemed, golf still hadn’t shaken its past. Would I run up against enough twenty-first-century resistance to short-circuit my quest?

It was a lingering concern. But the legacy of what I’d been through in life drove me to push past those doubts.

In the end, I completed the ninety-nine courses that followed Augusta—without a single day to spare. I flew 73,284 miles, drove another 17,472, and spent eighty-two nights in hotels or other people’s homes.

I didn’t calculate the distance I walked or rode on the courses themselves, but it did take me 8,796 strokes to traverse them.

I played across thirty-three states and needed six separate trips just to play the twelve courses in California—necessitated by my hosts’ schedules and some biblically nasty weather. It’s likely I would have failed to finesse the entire trip in time if, over the course of my working life, I had not accrued an almost unimaginable number of hotel, airline, and car-rental rewards points—and the status that allowed me to make changes at the last possible moment without incurring penalties.

That status came in handy whenever the golf gods chose, as is their habit both on and off the course, to challenge me.



WHILE TRAVELING ALL THOSE MILES and playing all those rounds—shaping all those drives and lipping out all those putts; befriending all those playing partners and heeding all those caddies; jostling through all those airports and eating in all those roadside diners—I reconnected with a country I found at once beautiful and flawed, bighearted and wrongheaded, proud and ashamed.

I found a country, in other words, much like my mother, a woman not only central to my biography but integral to my American experience. When I look back at what my mother taught me and my siblings, she emerges as a true wonder—despite her flaws. When I look at the sum total of the country where I was raised in the segregated South, with its racism and economic inequality and violent spasms of intolerance, I remain hopeful, even grateful.

More than anything else during that journey, I found myself, over and over. I found how the kid I was intersects with the man I’ve become. My frivolous odyssey trudging across some of the country’s best-kept, hardest-to-get-on lawns, toting fourteen sticks and chasing a little white ball, stirred memories of a life filled with the types of stories that are rarely told by those of us who’ve endured them. Few of us ever move far enough beyond the prison of our abject poverty to gain a platform to tell those stories in our own voice.

History has often been written as if people like me were voiceless extras in a movie we were never intended to see.

While I was growing up, I not only knew we were poor; I knew we were poorer than all the other poor families we lived around. I cannot remember a time when we weren’t the poorest kids wherever we lived. I can’t remember ever being able to point to someone and say to myself, “There! There’s someone whose circumstances are worse off than ours!”

As I began talking with friends and colleagues about writing this book, someone suggested I read the opening page of Frank McCourt’s Angela’s Ashes. Right away, he offers up a kind of dare to any memoirist who follows:


People everywhere brag and whimper about the woes of their early years, but nothing can compare with the Irish version: the poverty; the shiftless loquacious alcoholic father; the pious defeated mother moaning by the fire; pompous priests; bullying schoolmasters; the English and the terrible things they did to us for eight hundred long years.



I won’t brag or whimper in this book. But I can confidently compare McCourt’s Irish woes to the Black, southern, sawmill-town version: the violent alcoholic stepfather; the flawed, illiterate, but protective and uncomplaining mother; the plantation-minded sawmill operators, whose company-store business model kept so many workers indentured; the racist and identity-erasing crimes visited on us for four hundred years. Yet here I am, writing about it all, from a perch beyond anything that upbringing was supposed to prepare me for. I had no special talents.

My only true gift is one forged from a life where even the simplest of things were hard.

Perseverance.

There were many times in my life when I got so tired of the roaches, the shacks, the stink, the tattered clothing, the scorn, the ridicule, that I just wanted to quit. But I couldn’t because of the one advantage I had from birth: a mother who never did.

She never played golf, of course, but if she had, no matter how deep or thick the rough, she never would’ve asked for relief or a mulligan. She would have played the ball as it lies. She never saw herself as a victim. Neither do I. The challenges and obstacles I faced did not deter me from trying to do things that were hard. Whether those things were overcoming poverty and racism or gaining access to America’s one hundred greatest golf courses in a single year.

Who we become, what we achieve, and what we contribute are determined by whether we quit when our biggest challenges threaten to derail our biggest dreams or find a way to forge on. I chose to never quit.




CHAPTER ONE AUGUSTA NATIONAL


Don’t be pushed around by the fears in your mind. Be led by the dreams in your heart.

—Roy T. Bennett



I was born invisible.

My birth certificate, yellowing in the Walker County Courthouse in downtown Huntsville, Texas, contains two details considered most vital about me in 1959:

COLORED and ILLEGITIMATE.

I never knew my father, Austin Riles, and he apparently didn’t want to know me. He was an alcoholic who had a wife and another family, even as he kept growing ours. The arrangement didn’t always go smoothly: his name was scratched out in pencil on my older sister’s birth certificate after Riles’s wife, the story goes, went to the courthouse in person and made a stink about her husband’s name being attached to other children. By the time my brother Jerry and I came along, his name was officially, and permanently, replaced by ILLEGITIMATE.

I’m told Riles did visit me once, along with my siblings. The encounter lasted maybe fifteen minutes. I was about two years old, hanging around the porch of the house we were crowded into at the time with my mother’s sister and her five kids. It sat in an unincorporated community on the edge of Huntsville that could have been named for our family’s perpetual condition: Needmore.

My sister Jen, four years older than me, remembers Riles from that visit as being tall, like my grandfather, and picking her up and tossing her around playfully. She doesn’t remember him doing anything with me; I just hung around the porch, curious but not that curious. When his time was up—my mother wasn’t home, and my sister guesses that my aunt had arranged the visit—he gave each of us a dollar, or maybe it was just a quarter. Then he left. We never saw him again.

I don’t recall any of it. The lone thing I do remember about Austin Riles is my grandmother telling me, four or five years later, that he was dead.

That’s not the sort of origin story you just roll out over lunch inside the clubhouse dining room at Augusta. The simplest questions people ask when they’re getting to know each other have always been the hardest for me to answer: Where are you from? What’d your dad do? Where’d your folks go to school? My early life didn’t prepare me for the types of conversations I’d have in settings like that. From birth, I was marked as someone who shouldn’t be seen, who didn’t legitimately exist.

I was Needmore.

But at Augusta, I felt anything but invisible, with all eyes on the Danny Yates foursome and the tall Black guy playing with them. I felt exposed. I hid my unease, deflecting it with easy patter and small talk.

For all but the 1 percent of the 1 percent, Augusta National is more fantasy than aspiration. Golfers who know better don’t try to figure out ways to play there. They just dream about it, like one might dream about playing center field for the Yankees or giving an acceptance speech at the Oscars. It happens—the club’s closely held membership numbers about three hundred, including the likes of Bill Gates, Warren Buffett, Condoleezza Rice, and Roger Goodell—but it probably won’t ever happen to you.

It certainly wasn’t supposed to happen to me. It was in the same category as the fantasies my siblings and I had engaged in as kids, scrunched together on our slanting porch in the Sawmill Quarters, our eyes practically bugging out as we paged through a Sears catalogue that had made its way to us from our grandparents’ house.

It was thick as a church-pulpit Bible. We’d take turns flipping through it, sometimes with our eyes shut tight in anticipation, then look on wide-eyed again at whatever glossy page we randomly opened it to. The item displayed on that page belonged to whoever turned to it, instantly becoming part of the dream life we imagined we lived.

“Oooh, look what I got!” my sister would exclaim, staring open-mouthed at the slim models displaying red leather pumps, patent plastic handbags, or silk-lined, elbow-length black gloves (“with dressy details”).

“Whoa, look what I got!” I’d call out, ogling photos of chuckling, clean-shaven men in trim, stylish blazers (“Blazers belong in every man’s wardrobe”), or an easy-to-assemble purple martin birdhouse (“An adult purple martin often eats its own weight in mosquitoes every day”), or a ten-by-seven-foot backyard toolshed complete with a lawn chair, garden hose, and gleaming red-and-white riding lawn mower.

We never expected to get any of those things, and for the entirety of our childhoods, we didn’t. Yet we fantasized like that for hours, luxuriating in the pleasure of our daydreams.

Then we’d move on. I’d build miniature cities from stray wood. Jen would fashion a doll from a Coke bottle, using unraveled rope strands for hair. We’d all play baseball in the road; scratch hopscotch squares in the dirt; erect stilts from long two-by-fours, cutting off the bottoms with a rusty saw and making them into platforms to fit our feet so we could lope around the Quarters like giants or circus clowns or dinosaurs. The silliest beliefs held us rapt at the most random moments: if you stuck a needle in a telephone pole and put your ear to it when the sun came out while it was still raining, you could hear the Devil beating his wife. We shouted the whole time, to be heard above the hogs and chickens kept penned behind our shacks.

That was our world. That little patch at the bottom of the hill in the Sawmill Quarters had everything we needed—save security and first-class citizenship, things we didn’t worry about as kids. I get nostalgic for the simplicity it offered. We all do. To us, at that age, that world was full of more light than dark. The constant grind that is poverty didn’t feel like such a grind to us. Everything we did we created. It was empowering. We fashioned childhoods out of nothing.

Then, after the sun dropped and the stilts were put up and the doll stashed away and the hopscotch squares wiped clean by our bare feet, we’d repurpose the Sears catalogue inside our outhouse for toilet paper.



SEVENTEEN HOURS BEFORE MY TEE time at Augusta, I was trapped in another country. For all my meticulous planning, it looked as though I wouldn’t make it.

I stood inside an ExxonMobil fuel facility in Sarnia, Ontario, where I’d just finished inspecting operations, a final run-through before my impending retirement. I was in a tiny conference room, explaining to a couple of work colleagues what the chance to play Augusta meant to me when a text from United Airlines alerted me that my puddle jumper to Toronto had been canceled.

A stunned silence fell over the room. There was no rental car service in Sarnia, and even if there had been, Toronto was a three-hour drive east. I wouldn’t get there in time to make my connection. But missing out on Augusta was not an option for me. Even my colleagues understood that. So the three of us stood there, lost in thought, trying to devise a solution. Suddenly one of the men, a studious-looking Canadian named Rob, remembered a local who had a van for hire.

“If he can drive you to Detroit, you might get on another flight there,” he said, noting that Detroit was only sixty-five miles south.

I called United immediately and asked if they could get me to Atlanta from Detroit that night. They couldn’t. But Delta had a flight at 8:15 p.m. It was my only shot. I checked my watch: 4:30. I was an hour and forty minutes away. “I’ll take it.”

Thirty minutes later I was sitting in the front seat of a seven-passenger van, debating the decline of American politics with a burly Canadian as he skillfully steered us through the rush-hour traffic that crawled toward the border on I-94. He asked what I thought about the state of politics in America, and before I could answer he offered up his country as a new place of residence for me and my family. I smiled: politics was the last thing on my mind.

“I’ll be just fine in the US,” I assured him, then thought to myself, “If I make it to Augusta on time.”

It was nearly midnight when I finally stepped into my house, slipped into bed, and kissed my wife awake.

“I was worried,” Erika said.

“I wish you could caddie for me tomorrow,” I told her.

“You couldn’t afford me,” she replied, smiling. “Get some sleep.”

I glanced at a picture of us on the nightstand. Nearly twenty years had passed since I’d dropped to one knee on Mount Denali during a trip through Alaska and asked the most beautiful woman I’d ever met if she’d walk with me through my dreams. I’d chosen that vacation for the express purpose of proposing to her at the top of the world, and despite my over-the-top corniness, she said yes.

I turned to take a last peek at her, then drifted off to sleep.



I ARRIVED AT PEACHTREE DEKALB Airport just in time for the copilot to toss my clubs into the plane.

Lin Rogers introduced me to Danny, still lean and fit in his late sixties, and as enthusiastic as ever about playing his favorite course, and another businessman, Bill Teberg, an affable midwesterner who had recently moved from Chicago to Atlanta. We all buckled in as the small jet taxied onto the runway. I finally breathed a sigh of relief.

We landed an hour later, and soon we were driving the four-lane that passes by the gates of Augusta National through what is perhaps the most disappointing tract of land in America. Three miles from downtown, it’s a forlorn landscape of strip malls and neon signs. Nothing could prepare one less for what’s at 2604 Washington Road.

When those front gates swung open, I was overcome with fear and awe. I was at Augusta National.

The club is built on what was originally the Fruitland Nursery. Between 1858 and 1859, a hundred years before my birth, the nursery’s owners planted sixty-six magnolias on each side of the narrow, 330-yard-long driveway. Little did they know that Magnolia Lane would one day become the most prestigious driveway in golf.

Up ahead of us was the antebellum clubhouse, dubbed Fruitland Manor by the original owners, with its wraparound porch and square white columns. Attendants whisked our clubs away as soon as we got out of the van, and Danny led us to living quarters on the second floor, where we got ready. Framed photos of past Masters champions adorned the walls; I could almost hear Ben Crenshaw, Jack Burke, and Sam Snead snickering as I fumbled with my shoelaces.

As we stepped through the locker room, I took in the green carpet and mahogany lockers bearing members’ names etched on brass plates. The Black attendants there nodded at me in the way that Black men do to each other to say, “I see you,” silently acknowledging that, no matter our status, we’re in the struggle together. I wanted them to know that they were not invisible to me and that—hey! look!—I was not invisible to myself, at least at that moment.

Our caddies were waiting with our clubs in the practice area. A man in his sixties, with bright blue eyes and slightly stooped shoulders, walked up to me and introduced himself. “Mr. James,” he said, his jumpsuit gleaming, “I’m Eddie.”

Eddie was white, as are most caddies at Augusta now. Fifty years ago—post–Civil Rights Act, post–Voting Rights Act, post–MLK assassination, post–March on Washington—the idea that a Black man would know someone who would be able to host him at Augusta, and that Augusta would be fine with that member escorting him onto the course, was unheard of. It would’ve been just as unheard of for a Black player to have a white caddie.

Until about forty years ago, almost all the caddies at Augusta were Black; Clifford Roberts, who cofounded the club with Bobby Jones in 1932, allegedly stipulated that all the caddies were to be Black and all the players white.

That began to change fifty years later, when, after years of arguing for a rule change, the pros were finally allowed to bring their regular caddies to work the 1982 Masters Tournament. From then on, white caddies outnumbered Black caddies. Today, a professional caddie company manages the club’s caddie fleet, and there are 35 to 40 Black caddies out of a staff of 120.

Eddie and I shook hands.

“Where you from, Eddie?” I asked.

“Washington, Georgia,” he replied. “What about you, sir?”

I told him I commuted for work between Atlanta and Houston.

“Where do you play golf in Atlanta?” he asked.

When I told him I was a member of the Cherokee Town and Country Club, he said he had played in a tournament there while he was in high school. That was all it took for us to make a connection.

I hit some balls while he sized up my swing; the practice range offers caddies an opportunity to get an idea of what they might be in for for the rest of the day—and how they should place their bets with one another. I fought to slow my tempo and keep my nerves in check. I worked my way methodically through my irons, then hit a few drives, feeling no better or worse than I normally do before a round.

After about twenty minutes, we all walked under the tall pines to the first hole of the club’s intimate Par 3 Course, a short nine-hole warm-up before the main event. The place had already cast a spell over me, and rather than loosening up, my muscles tightened as the round progressed. My scores increased as we skirted the larger of the Par 3’s two stocked ponds—the same one Sam Snead had once pulled a six-pound fish out of before the 1972 Masters. (He later cooked and ate it in the clubhouse.)

I finished the nine holes at five over par.

Before heading over to the main course, we stopped in the clubhouse dining room for a quick lunch. My mind wandered as we all sat around the table talking. I kept trying to fit into the conversation, but all I could hear was the sound of myself chewing a pimento cheese sandwich, each bite echoing between my ears.

I don’t even remember how we got to the first tee.



I WAS SO LIGHT-HEADED AFTER my opening drive I could hardly feel my feet on the ground. I couldn’t help my nervousness. We were striding in the footsteps of those old champions framed on the clubhouse walls, the same ones I had felt chuckling at me earlier. I figured that maybe talking to Eddie would settle me down, bring me back to earth.

“How far to the pin?” I heard myself ask him before my second shot.

“One seventy-five, sir,” he said.

“You don’t have to call me sir, Eddie. I’ll need my five-iron, please.”

I put a good swing on it, but the ball struck the green and—true to Augusta’s reputation—rolled off the right edge. Negotiating the putting surface’s hollows and mounds proved too much for me. A poor chip and three putts later, I finished with a double bogey. Not the start I’d dreamed about.

Eddie must have sensed that I felt I didn’t fit in. He offered support as I struggled through the next couple holes. “You’ll get there,” he assured me. “Putting on these greens is tough.”

I’ve never accepted “tough” as an excuse. I needed to clear my head and concentrate.

The hole names at Augusta National recall the club’s nursery roots and have become part of every avid golfer’s vocabulary—Flowering Peach, Carolina Cherry, Yellow Jasmine, Nandina, Redbud. It was on Flowering Crab Apple, the 170-yard par-three fourth hole, that my fears began to dissipate. I reminded myself that I was there to play the game, one well-executed shot at a time. That was all that mattered. I needed to get past admiring the beauty and history of the place and just play golf.

I hit a high 6-iron that dropped onto the front of the green, just over a huge bunker. Eddie nodded his approval and handed me the putter. I walked to the green wondering if I could wash away the memories of all those previous missed putts with a single stroke. Eddie pointed to the line. I hit it delicately but squarely. The ball headed for the center of the cup but slowed before reaching the edge. It stopped two inches short.

“Pick it up,” I heard Danny say.

I did, gratefully.

The high of that gimme didn’t last long. Four tap-in bogeys and another insufferable double were all I could muster on the rest of the front nine.



FROM JUST ABOUT THE FIRST time I swung a golf club—atrociously, I might add—I dreamed of playing Augusta’s eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth holes: Amen Corner. It is considered the most hallowed, and bedeviling, section of golf geography in the world. Nestled back in the course’s farthest reaches, it consists of a medium-length par four, a short par three, and a short par five. The triumvirate was christened in 1958 by Sports Illustrated writer Herbert Warren Wind, who used the term “Amen Corner” to describe how miraculously Arnold Palmer had played it to win his first major.

To kick-start the eleventh, I hit a low, stinging drive along the trees that hemmed the left side of the fairway. The ball disappeared beyond the hill. Eddie and I smiled at each other when we reached the crest and spotted it resting in the fairway. I feathered a fade with my 6-iron that rolled off the green, then clipped the pristine Augusta turf with my chip, leaving my ball six feet from the cup. It felt like twenty. Two strokes later, I tapped in another bogey.

We made our way up to the twelfth tee and looked down at the iconic par three. It’s the hole everyone knows from watching the Masters on TV, with the stone bridge arching over Rae’s Creek and the azaleas framing the green from the hill behind it. From the tee box, the green looked way too small, like a thumbprint, with bunkers at the front and back that seemed to take up an unreasonable amount of real estate. In a momentary lapse of concentration, I glanced at the men tending the azalea bushes to the right of the green.

I returned to the work at hand. At a little more than 150 yards, with a swirling, unpredictable wind, it’s a tough hole to club. Eddie handed me a 6-iron, as he’d done for shots from that distance all day. This time, I questioned the man I’d trusted for eleven holes—who made his living surveying this course. The massive, slanting bunkers behind a green just 10 yards deep were intimidating; get stuck in one of those, and you have to chip onto a slick green that slopes toward the creek—and disaster.

Golden Bell, as the hole is officially called, has broken men far better than me. In 1959, a year after his miraculous play on Amen Corner, Arnold Palmer lost a two-stroke lead and any chance at a Masters repeat when he shot a triple-bogey six at the twelfth. At the 1980 Masters, Tom Weiskopf stubbed five balls into the creek and recorded the hole’s worst score ever: 13. More recently, in 2016, Jordan Spieth, looking to win back-to-back Masters, held the final-round lead until he left the twelfth with a quadruple-bogey seven. As Rick Reilly wisecracked in 1990, alluding to the coat that’s awarded to each Masters winner, “More green jackets have been lost at the twelfth than at the Augusta City Dry Cleaners.”

Like every golfer who stands on that tee box, I was well aware of all of that.

“I think my seven might be better,” I told Eddie.

He demurred silently. After looking away, he gave me his best counsel: “You need the six. There’s a breeze.” He was worried that I’d leave the ball in Rae’s Creek.

I took the 6-iron and hit it flush. Eddie seemed to rise on his toes as the ball soared high above the green. When it splashed into the back bunker, he bowed his head. I told him it was fine.

“You were playing the odds,” I said. “I was playing my ego.”

Eddie snapped a picture of Danny, Lin, Bill, and me on the Ben Hogan Bridge before I made my way to the trap. I hit what I thought was a perfect sand shot that still rolled off the green. It stopped short of Rae’s Creek, however. I chipped to within three feet, then rimmed out the putt before leaving with a double bogey.

As we approached the maintenance crew I’d spotted briefly from the tee box, I paused for a second. They were Hispanic, and I thanked them in my limited Spanish for the work they did to keep the place so beautiful. It was my way of again saying “I see you.” They nodded back.

I had exchanged cordial nods with Mexican laborers and their families virtually every day as a kid, walking through their patch of territory on my way to and from the company store in the Sawmill Quarters. Though immigrants from south of the border were a rare sight at the time in small-town East Texas, Mexicans had been part of Boettcher’s Mill for half a century. Mill founder Baldwin Boettcher, a German immigrant, hired many of them at his first mill in Westfield, just north of Houston, which supplied that city’s early boom. When he closed the mill there, he brought along the Mexican immigrants to his new mill in Huntsville in 1929.

The mill’s pecking order was on stark, undisguised display. Black workers and their families lived in the unplumbed and unelectrified shacks at the bottom of the hill, below the mill—what everyone referred to as “the bottoms.” The Mexican immigrants were settled right above us, in shacks that also lacked running water and lights but were equipped with natural gas for cooking and heating. It was a literal and figurative step up. At the top of the hill, white families lived in the plumbed and electrified homes nearest the sawmill, where they also held the prime jobs. The living arrangements were a kind of handy Jim Crow–era racial pyramid, just so nobody got confused. It was reinforced when Miss Johnnie Mae and Old Man Cole, an elderly Black couple, got into a fight. She chased him with a cast-iron skillet before packing up her clothes and getting us to help her move them and her furniture up the hill into a vacant house in the Mexican section of the Quarters. It took just one day for the Sawmill overseers to show up and dump her possessions onto the dirt road that ran in front of the shack.

We didn’t mix. Sometimes white kids shot at us with slingshots—what they called “nigger shooters”—when we walked past their houses. They called us niggers and we called them white patties. Our refrain, “White patties, white patties, you don’t shine, call me a nigger and I’ll kick your behind,” was no match for the deep, painful history of their slur.

There were never antagonistic interactions like that with the Mexicans. We had no issues with them, and they had no issues with us. When we passed by, it was just cordial nods and smiles, with the language barrier often putting a stop to even elementary conversation.



AFTER MY BRIEF PAUSE ON the way over to the thirteenth hole, Azalea, I crossed another bridge, stepped up to the tee, and hammered a great drive. The 455-yard par five has a sweeping dogleg left, and my drive set up perfectly to get onto the green in two and give me a real shot at birdie—or better.

I stood next to Eddie before my approach, examining the creek that snaked deeply and ominously along the front of the green. Two hundred thirty yards remained to the pin.

“You want to leave eighty yards for your approach?” Eddie asked rhetorically; considering the round I was having, laying up would normally be a given.

I stared hard at the green. Without turning to him, I asked, “How much to carry the creek?”

Eddie, of course, was offering sound advice when he suggested laying up. But all I could think was that I’d probably never get back to this privileged place, and that if I reached the green with this shot, I would have a putt for… eagle! I glanced at the pine straw beneath the trees to my right, where, during the 2010 Masters, Phil Mickelson had hit an immaculate second shot from behind a tree that stopped five feet right of the flag.

This was my moment.

To Eddie’s disappointment, I asked for my 3-wood. It felt great in my hands—right up until I sent the ball careening off to the right. It came to rest on the tight grass at the confluence of the thirteenth and fourteenth fairways—a bad shot with a decent outcome, and a rare gift from the golf gods. My pitch over the creek to the flag sixty yards away rolled twelve feet past the hole.

As he cleaned my ball on the green, Eddie said, “Let’s take our time and get you a birdie.”

That would be nice, I thought. As he pointed to the line, all I could see was the image of Tiger Woods’s first-round putt there during the 2005 Masters that had picked up speed and eventually trickled into Rae’s Creek; Augusta’s history competed with my own on every hole, it seemed. So with the gentlest of nudges, my ball rolled end over end along a perfect line to the cup. I anticipated my impending triumph. When it stopped dead a foot from the hole, I closed my eyes and sank to my knees.

“It’s a par,” Eddie offered. “All pars are good.”

Under a still-warm afternoon sun, I struck a pair of lovely drives on fourteen and fifteen that flew high above the trees and dropped softly into the fairway. I squandered them both with haphazard approaches; as one saying goes, the hardest shot to recover from is a great drive. By then my mind was focused on scoring rather than just making a good swing. That led to two bogeys and then two more on sixteen and seventeen.

Any chance I had at recovering my rhythm was gone, especially as I looked at the narrow uphill chute that greets players at eighteen. I pulled my tee shot into the trees, where Eddie and I hunted for it, waists bent and heads bowed, like a forensics unit canvassing a crime scene. “Right here,” Eddie finally called out. I used my driver to punch it under some branches but back toward the tee box and, thankfully, into the fairway.

Albert Einstein taught us that the passage of time is an illusion of our consciousness. My day at Augusta proved it. The hours evaporated in an instant.

A two-putt double bogey ended my round with a suddenness that caught me off guard. My playing partners removed their caps and started shaking hands. It was over. I stood completely still for a moment, the world around me silent, until Eddie took my hand and thanked me.

“You were great,” I told him. “Without you I would’ve shot a hundred and five instead of ninety-five.”

Eddie had to know I’d never forget the four hours we’d just shared at a place I might never get the chance to return to. He’d be back tomorrow.

I stopped by the modest pro shop and bought Erika a shirt with the Augusta logo, along with a hat and a ball marker for myself to commemorate the day. The other guys were staying in Augusta, but I had two weeks of travel and meetings ahead of me and needed to go home.

Danny walked me to the waiting van, which would escort me to the same private jet I had flown in on. I told him I didn’t know how I could ever properly thank him. He grinned and placed his hand on my shoulder. “My pleasure,” he said.

I sat alone in the shuttle van as it rolled back down Magnolia Lane, toward the front gate and the commercial hodgepodge on Washington Road just beyond it. I turned for a moment to glance back at the clubhouse, then looked toward the heavens, gripped by the thought of how proud that day would’ve made my mother—a sixth-grade dropout who didn’t learn to read or write until she was in her forties but raised her invisible kids to be seen.

Thelma “None” James—so called because she never had a middle name—had her first child at seventeen and was in a field picking cotton two days before giving birth to me. An outcast to many, she was a rock to us. She maintained a moral compass set without regard to what or how anyone else thought. The principles that guided that compass weren’t complicated, but they were firm: don’t lie, don’t steal, don’t talk badly about others.

Simple.

She was aware of how others looked at her, including her sisters and at times her evangelical preacher father. She was the one who kept having babies without getting married.

One Sunday, I was seated with her and some of my siblings in the middle pew of the little whitewashed Fellowship Baptist Church in La Marque. The pastor, Reverend Price, delivered a sermon to the modest gathering that Sunday about women having babies out of wedlock. He went on and on in his thunderous voice about how awful it was, about how sinful those women were. It was clear to me that he was preaching directly to my mother. She just sat there, my three-month-old brother cooing in her arms, listening but not reacting.

I finally had enough. I shot up from the pew—I was twelve, tall and gangly for my age, sporting that ill-fitting suit my mother had rescued from the town dump—and laid into him. I asked him who he thought he was, passing judgment like that when there were plenty of other vices and transgressions, many of them his own, that he’d stayed quiet about—like his own drinking and smoking, and his welcoming Aunt Willie Mae’s paramour into the church as a deacon for no other reason than he was one of the few adult men who actually showed up on Sunday. Aunt Willie Mae and her lover’s extracurricular liaisons were a secret to nobody, including me and Reverend Price.

I threw all of that at him. Yet there he was daring to condemn my mother. I don’t recall everything I said, but whatever it was, I knew Reverend Price had it coming. When I finally finished, my ears ringing with rage, I plopped back down beside my mother. I don’t remember a reaction to my outburst beyond the congregation’s stunned silence. My mother just continued to stare ahead, patting Alfred to keep him from fussing.

In the days, weeks, and years that followed, I never heard my mother say a single disparaging word about Reverend Price. Fact is, I never heard my mother utter a disparaging word about anybody. Ever.

I did, of course, and very publicly, but unlike Reverend Price, I knew who my mother really was. A couple of years earlier, she’d sent me to the store to buy food. I’d walked what felt like a mile or two to get there and picked up everything I was told to get, but when the woman at the check-out line gave me change, she made a mistake. She gave me more money than I’d started with.

When I got home and told my mother, a woman who rummaged through landfills for clothing and dishes and toys, all she said was “You know we don’t steal.”
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