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Dad, I know my footloose lifestyle led you to believe I never listened when you tried to instill in me the importance of hard work and perseverance. But I was listening more closely than it seemed. I wish you were here to enjoy this with me—it is your accomplishment too.
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Carl Spackler: So I jump ship in Hong Kong and make my way over to Tibet, and I get on as a looper at a course over in the Himalayas.

Angie D’Annunzio: A looper?

Carl Spackler: A looper, you know, a caddy, a looper, a jock. So, I tell them I’m a pro jock, and who do you think they give me? The Dalai Lama, himself. Twelfth son of the Lama. The flowing robes, the grace, bald … striking. So, I’m on the first tee with him. I give him the driver. He hauls off and whacks one—big hitter, the Lama—long, into a ten-thousand-foot crevice, right at the base of this glacier. Do you know what the Lama says? “Gunga galunga! Gunga … Gunga-lagunga!” So we finish the eighteenth and he’s gonna stiff me. And I say, “Hey, Lama, hey, how about a little something, you know, for the effort, you know.” And he says, “Oh, uh, there won’t be any money, but when you die, on your deathbed, you will receive total consciousness.” So I got that goin’ for me, which is nice.



—From Caddyshack




FOREWORD
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I first heard the term looper when I saw Caddyshack years before my caddie career began, and I wouldn’t be surprised if Bill Murray just made it up on the spot, because he ad-libbed many of the funniest lines in the movie. I mean, seriously, do you think the words gunga galunga, gunga … gunga-lagunga were in the script? I know some older guys who claim they heard the term before the movie, and that’s believable too because eighteen holes of golf is called a round, and it’s not much of a leap to get from round to loop. But even if the word did exist, Bill Murray is definitely the reason it caught on, because knowing a half dozen quotes from Caddyshack is basically a caddie job requirement.

Regardless of its origins, looper has become a favorite vernacular title in yards across the country because it speaks more truly to our character and the nature of our job than caddie—a word as obscure as the name of the game itself. But in my opinion, just because you’ve carried someone’s bag around a golf course, that doesn’t make you a looper. The first few times you go around, you are just a bag toter. Once you learn the ins and outs of the job—where to stand, when to speak, how to read a green and calculate yardage adjusted for wind and elevation, etc.—then you can call yourself a caddie. But you aren’t a bona fide looper until you’ve carried someone else’s clubs around a golf course so many times you’ve lost count, until you’ve worn holes through a dozen pairs of shoes and collected enough war stories to hold your own in the yard. A looper isn’t a caddie who’s seen it all; a looper is a caddie who’s seen enough to know he never will.

Just like life, the game of golf is constantly full of surprises—if it wasn’t, teaching pros and sports psychologists would be out of business. And as loopers, we’re a little bit of both. We are masters of the quick fix, wellsprings of optimism, and levelers of hard truth (“With all due respect, sir, you don’t hit your eight iron a hundred fifty yards”). But for all the wisdom and experience caddying imparts, having looped one’s entire life, it can sometimes be difficult to see the straight line—the measurable gains and personal growth. For every Steve Williams and Fluff Cowan out there making millions on the Tour carrying bags for Tiger Woods and Jim Furyk, there are thousands of regular Joes in resort and country club yards all across the golfing world earning their keep a hundred bucks a strap. There aren’t any promotions or milestones or major victories for these local loopers. The caddie fees may vary from course to course and group to group, but there’s no such thing as a raise and nobody gets rich.

That doesn’t make club caddying lower than Tour caddying, any less valuable or interesting, just very different. For one thing, despite all the miles a club caddie may travel commuting from course to course with the changing seasons—from a summer job up north to a winter gig down south or across the country or overseas in search of greener fairways—a club caddie is like a nesting goose compared to the fly-by-night Tour caddie, who lands in a different town every week and lives out of his suitcase and the trunk of his car. And this is one of the things I love most about club caddying—the ability to move to different places around the world, yet stay there long enough to really get to know them all.

In twenty years of looping, I’ve lived and worked in quiet, leafy New England and sandy, windswept Long Island, in the marshy South Carolina Low Country and pine-scented Georgia hills, in the snow-capped Rockies and foggy San Francisco, in sunny, star-studded Los Angeles and the red-rocked California desert, on the dramatic, cliff-lined Oregon coast and blustery North Sea coast. All those places feel like second homes to me now, and I forged many lasting relationships in each of them with the members and guests of the clubs, local residents, and fellow caddies.

Unlike the Tour caddie, who gives his focus and dedication to a single player day in, day out, year after year, the club caddie works for different people all the time. Some become our regular clients—like favorite members of a club or returning guests at a resort—others spend a few days with us during a golf trip or long weekend and others just one round. But even a single round—four hours or more walking side by side, talking and working together to navigate the fairways and greens—can be a very intimate experience, akin to a bartender and patron spending several hours together on a quiet night at the pub. And you never know whose bag will end up on your shoulder, whose ear tuned to your advice. It might be your new best friend or, should he impart some wisdom and advice and share some stories of his own, he might be a great inspiration or someone who offers a unique perspective on life. I’ve caddied for people from all walks of life, including politicians, businessmen, scientists, doctors, athletes, actors, musicians, firemen, fishermen, plumbers, preachers, and teachers. Golf has exposed me to an incredible variety of life experience.

But great variety includes hard knocks and harsh realities too, and club caddying is no exception. Because of the freedom and anonymity it affords—the ability to move around and reestablish (sometimes even reinvent) oneself in new places and earn quick cash on a daily basis—this vagabond profession has long been the refuge of wayward and troubled souls, heavy drinkers and gamblers and people who’ve suffered setbacks in their careers and personal lives. It is an easy world to escape into and get swept up in. It provides access to the finest courses and most successful people in the world—people we probably wouldn’t have the chance to meet under any other circumstance. On those fairways they give us their undivided attention and respect, and at the end, they pay us for the trouble.

Yes, after the round, after we have shined and put away their clubs or left them out in the valet to be picked up later, we will exit through the back gate, walk past the maintenance shed and compost heap and Dumpsters to where we parked our rusty jalopies and then bump and hiccup over to the dive bar across the tracks while our golfers kick back on the terrace overlooking the course. And odds are, the only way we will ever be invited to play that course is with an employee pass. But just the privilege to temporarily breathe that rarefied air, to walk and play those fairways and rub elbows with the movers and shakers of the world can make the mundane rules and rungs of the everyday ladder outside the gates—the ladder that supposedly leads, somewhere, somehow, to the front door of the club—seem like a dubious and exhausting climb. Like a hell of a lot of effort for something we’re enjoying the best parts of already. Ironically, the freedom and privileges of caddying can become their own kind of trap.

But this book is not a cautionary tale. Rather, it is a love letter to a ragtag, bohemian subculture populated by characters right out of a Steinbeck or Kerouac novel—mad poets and migrant workers chasing the seasons to pick up work here and there and warm their souls at the end of the day by campfires and in dive bars and gambling halls. Yes, I’ve caddied for and played with some famous and infamous celebrities, some of whom are mentioned herein, but they are not essential to the tale. The spirit of my journey is easily shared by anyone who has stepped off the beaten path, stayed out on the course and played long after dark, played when the fairways and greens are covered in snow and ice or brought their clubs to an empty beach and pounded shots into the surf. That’s how Seve Ballesteros learned to play—barefoot on the beach—and his game had as much imagination and creative spirit as anyone who ever played.

So I invite you to pull up a stool and lend me an ear. Allow me to share with you some stories from my twenty years on the links. I will even buy you a scotch and a pint. Let’s raise our glasses and drink a toast to the everyday golfers and loopers whose praises are rarely sung. And if you think you recognize any of the people, places, or experiences I describe, I hope my memory of them matches yours, or if mine be more colorful and positive, I hope it colors yours more positively too. And if we’ve met before, I hope our first meeting was pleasant. Even experienced caddies misread putts from time to time, so if I misread one of yours, I apologize, and I hope these stories will show me to have a keen mind and kind heart—a love of the big loop of life and all the smaller daily loops that compose it, the ones that are filled with the glorious details.


1
FIRST TEE
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COUNTRY CLUB OF FAIRFIELD,
BROOKLAWN COUNTRY CLUB,
FAIRFIELD, CT,
1986–1988



It’s all my dad’s fault. He moved our family next to a golf course when I was eleven—a beautiful private course called the Country Club of Fairfield, which he and my mom joined for the beach and the restaurant—but he never took up the game himself. He just released me unsupervised out onto the lightly populated 1980s linksland and left me to develop unrealistic, romantic notions of the game that would make it forever impossible to confine myself to the normal golf reality of Saturday morning tee times, golf carts, and scorecards.

Growing up, I rarely played in foursomes, and because the game was still in the doldrums before the popularity of the Tiger Woods era, most of the other kids were down at the local Y emulating Magic Johnson and Larry Bird on the basketball court or Don Mattingly and Dwight Gooden on the baseball field. The club couldn’t even field enough junior golfers to hold a proper tournament. My only reliable playing partner was my beagle, Lumpus, who was more interested in chasing raccoons in the bulrushes.

No offense to the leading Tour players of the day, like Lanny Wadkins, Curtis Strange, and Tom Kite, but they lacked the star power of Tom Watson and Jack Nicklaus, who were now well past their primes—Nicklaus was in his mid-forties and had a paunch on him like my dad’s. But paunch or not, he became my hero because of his otherworldly charge on the final nine at Augusta to win the ’86 Masters. I’d just turned fifteen and was on the verge of breaking eighty for the first time. I imagined myself to be the Golden Bear and narrated my rounds in hushed TV announcer tones: “Nicklaus with a five-footer to win the Masters …”

And if my ball dropped, I raised my putter above my head just as he did and triumphantly pumped my fists and paraded around the green. “Yes, sir! The Bear has come out of hibernation!” It’s embarrassing to think what I must’ve looked like to golfers on other holes. But in the pre-Tiger era, there usually weren’t any golfers on other holes. Much of the time I was completely alone out there, so I would play cross-country golf—teeing off on one hole and hitting backward or sideways to the green on another. If I ran out of balls, I just waded out into the ponds, felt for them in the mud with my toes, and tossed them by the hundreds up onto the banks, where I would sit for hours polishing them in the sun. I loved playing so much that not even the setting sun could stop me. Many evenings I was still out on the course long after dark, long after Lumpus had abandoned me and run home to the smell of my mother’s cooking. The darkness taught me to feel my swing internally, visualize the shots and guess where the ball flew by the way it felt coming off the club—the score of the round no longer being how many shots I took, but how many holes I survived before I lost the ball.

Those early, informal rounds before I began playing competitive high school golf nurtured in me an appreciation of silence and solitude and gave me an independent streak. The freedom to play alone with my dog, to play cross-country golf and night golf, made the game seem adventurous and romantic and planted the seeds that would eventually blossom into full-blown wanderlust as I later sought to replicate that experience around the country. And it was caddying that made it possible—enabled me to play at the finest golf courses on weekday evenings and off-season days when the members and guests had gone home or back to work. And they paid me well on top of the playing privileges, so I could afford to go on playing those solo rounds forever in an amazing array of environments—seaside, desert, mountain, forest, marsh, prairie. Caddying became my ticket to Neverland.

Had my dad realized I was turning into a golfing Peter Pan and that caddying would allow me to avoid ever growing up and getting a “real job,” he might’ve taken a keener interest in the game. Or maybe he would’ve just paid for those Hogan Apexes that were gleaming on the shelf in the pro shop when I was sixteen. Because they were the reason I started caddying in the first place.

I couldn’t walk past them without picking them up and swinging them or just turning them over in my hands and marveling at the smooth shape of the forged blades and sharpness of the black painted grooves. I winced at the $500 price tag, but my lust didn’t go unnoticed. The head pro took pity on me and agreed to sell them to me for zero down and five weekly installments of one hundred dollars. I took them straight to the first tee without a second thought. When he interrupted my newfound bliss a week later with the question, “Have you got that first one hundred?” it dawned on me that my part-time job doing yard work around the neighborhood wasn’t going to cut it. He kindly gave me a one-week reprieve and offered to put in a call to the Brooklawn Country Club across town, where, he assured me, I would make more than enough money to pay for the clubs. Thus my caddie career was born.

Back then there was no such thing as caddie training or single-bagging—if you couldn’t carry two bags, you didn’t work. When the Brooklawn caddie master asked me, “Can you carry two?” I scrunched up my shoulders and took a deep breath. I didn’t dare say a word for fear I’d exhale and my chest would shrink and I’d look puny and weak.

He pointed to two bags leaning against a green metal rail. The bags didn’t have stands—this was before Ping or Sun Mountain invented the lightweight nylon carry bag, so almost everyone had those big leather Burton bags with the thin straps the caddies called piano wires because they dug so painfully into your shoulders.

These two seemed by the weight of them to be holding about two dozen balls apiece, an extra pair of shoes, a rain suit and umbrella, and about ten pounds of spare change. It wasn’t even an option to ask a player to lighten his bag; you just carried it until your shoulders and heels bled and your crotch burned like you’d sat in a pile of poison sumac.

But the owners of these two bags were a nice enough couple, and I was so eager to impress them that I was like a greenhorn Boy Scout on his first patrol—marching ahead with purpose even as the hard plastic bottoms of the bags banged against my ankles, turning them black and blue, and the piano wires dug into my shoulders like hot knives. I was so nervous, so on-point on that first nine that I didn’t feel a thing. It wasn’t until we got to the halfway house and I put the bags down and sat on the end of one of them that the exhaustion and pain hit me. The husband kindly brought me a Coca-Cola and a plastic cup full of cheddar Goldfish. I devoured them both like I’d just crawled across the Sahara on my hands and knees.

I was next to useless the rest of the round, so tired I couldn’t even form consonants with my tongue.

After a wild shot somewhere on the back nine, the woman asked me, “Did you see where that one went?”

I just looked at her stupidly and said, “Wha?” I think I actually drooled.

At the end of the round the caddie master asked them how I’d done. They were very nice. They lied. “He did a wonderful job!”

I was officially hired.

Brooklawn was a beautiful course, with fairways that switched back and forth across the wooded hills of inland Fairfield—a 1920s A. W. Tillinghast design in pristine condition. But it was not a big-deal caddie yard like those closer to the city—Winged Foot, Baltusrol, Stanwich, etc.—where the real pro jocks plied their trade. It was a quiet rural yard filled with mostly local high school kids. There were a couple of older part-time guys, but they kept to themselves and must’ve felt like the only adults at summer camp.

The members were happy with this arrangement because they didn’t have to pay us much. Most of us were still living at home with our parents. I think the rate that first summer was twelve bucks a bag plus tip, which usually came out to a whopping thirty for two. Some of the older golfers regaled us with tales of their own long-lost caddie days—reminded us, every time they paid us, that twelve dollars was a small fortune compared to the nickels they used to make way, way back during the Great Depression, when they carried even heavier bags uphill into the dusty wind and sweltering heat.

When they handed over those precious dollars, they held on to them for an extra second, my fingers on one end, theirs on the other, and gave me a serious fatherly look that was meant to say, Don’t spend this all in one place, remember to save a nickel for a rainy day, but really said, God, I hate parting with cash!

These were the same guys who spent half the round hunting for balls in the bushes and ponds. They loaded their bags full of them until they were so bottom-heavy, they practically dragged on the ground. You’d see them in the evenings, out there alone with their white canvas carry bags, their old, thin frames bent precariously over the water like fishermen with ball retrievers instead of rods.

I always wondered what they did with all those balls, because they never seemed to lose any of them. And then one afternoon, years later, I stopped at a yard sale near Brooklawn. A woman was selling her recently deceased father’s golf equipment. Bags of old woods and irons and just about every gimmicky putter every made, most of it junk. I recognized the name on the bag tag, and then I saw the giant barrel full of golf balls—some decent ones, a lot of crappy ones, ones that used to be white but were yellowed with age. I realized this is where all of those balls ended up, and it suddenly made me very sad, knowing they would never be used by the person who spent all those countless hours over the years hunting for them. I picked out a dozen of the best ones and paid the woman a couple of dollars.

I didn’t have any expenses that first summer, so even making $30 a loop, I paid off those Hogans quickly, and it wasn’t long before the cash was burning a hole in my pocket, screaming, Spend me! A feeling that would become very familiar over the years because even though club caddies don’t really make a ton of money (even today a great year at the best clubs might top $40,000), we feel rich because we get paid in cash every day and always have a stack of bills on hand.

Because it was a quiet country club, especially during the week when most of the members were at work, there was a lot of down time. We played stickball in the parking lot, chipped balls behind the cart barn. We snuck cigarettes and looked at Playboys. Normal teenage boy stuff. But because we had all that cash, we gambled a lot, too, on just about everything—arm wrestling, chipping contests, who could hold on to a burning match the longest, you name it. I once bet on whether a cricket would jump or not before I counted to ten.

We gossiped and trash-talked too—who tipped the most, who was notoriously cheap, who was the best golfer, who had the hottest wife. There was one poor girl, a member’s daughter who had the misfortune of being the only girl our age who played golf at the club and therefore became the sole object of desire for thirty-plus underworked adolescent boys. It hardly mattered whether Justine was actually good looking or not, because our idle minds held her in such exaggerated esteem. We noted her arrivals and departures. We commented on her clothing choices. We watched her putt and chip with endless critical fascination and peered through the hedge beside the driving range when she hit practice balls.

Let’s just say that Justine put “all of herself” into every shot. She was literally on her tippy toes at impact with arms and legs fully extended, other parts of her anatomy clenched and still others “swinging” through the ball. She really could hit the shit out of it. And while we all made fun of her in front of each other, every single one of us would secretly have given our entire summer savings to spend an evening “night-putting” with her. That is, until Tommy, the coolest caddie in the yard, shattered our illusions and broke all of our hearts.

Tommy was a real charmer. All of the hot wives fought over him on Tuesday mornings, and the cool husbands did the same on Saturdays. He was a pretty good golfer, too—the second man on his high school varsity. Tommy sometimes helped pick the range. He’d go out there with a sand wedge and seven iron and hit all the balls out of the deep rough and trees. He didn’t actually get paid to do this, but it got him in tight with the pro, who then let Tommy practice on the corner of the range on weekday afternoons. This gave him access to Justine.

I’ll never forget the first time I saw him help her with her swing. I’d just come in off a loop, and one of the younger caddies, a fifteen- or sixteen-year-old, was going crazy waving his arms in the air trying to get anyone’s attention who would listen. There were a few other caddies milling around and some older kids who worked in the cart barn too, and this kid was so excited and breathless we practically had to smack him in the head just to get him to make sense. He finally managed to blurt out, “Tommy is giving Justine a lesson on the range!”

We all rushed over to the hedge and, sure as shit, there was Tommy with his hands all over her! We went so berserk jumping up and down, cursing and punching each other—one of us even fell into the hedge—that I have no idea how Tommy didn’t hear us. The truth is, I think he did, because I swear he looked our way and winked and then really laid it on thick just for our benefit. He stood right behind her, reached around her waist, took her arms in his and guided them up to his shoulders to show her the proper turn.

The next day we marauded him. He played it off like it was nothing. And for him it probably was nothing; I was well aware of Tommy’s reputation with the girls. He could date girls way cuter than Justine, but it was summer, and we spent nearly every hour of daylight for three months at that country club, and Tommy was drinking the same water we were. Justine just got better and better looking, to the point where we were all willing to commit suicide for her, and even cool Tommy started to look at her like she was a supermodel.

So it didn’t come as that much of a surprise when one day the news broke that Tommy had hooked up with her. We all gathered around him in the cart barn. Guys were sitting in carts and on top of the ball washer, anywhere to get a view of Tommy, who was sitting in the center on an overturned range basket, casually smoking a cigarette and taking his time about getting to the juicy details. We hung on his every word.

One impatient caddie said, “Come on, Tommy, get to the good stuff!” and we all hissed, “Sssshhhhhh!!!” and threw tees and ball markers at the kid because we wanted to savor every word.

Tommy had hooked up with her on the golf course, out on the thirteenth fairway under the full moon. He’d gotten her shirt off and her white skin was as pale as the moonlight; her big breasts were swelling against her bra so that you could actually hear the material stretching. OK, OK. Those probably weren’t Tommy’s words, but that’s the way I heard it, and I know for certain the next crushing sentence came out of his mouth verbatim, because it permanently seared itself onto my adolescent brain.

Everyone was so worked up at this point. Guys were yelling, “Did you take her bra off?” “What were her tits like?” “What were they like?”

And then Tommy said it. “I popped the clasp and those things unwound like I’d just ripped the cover off a balata. They almost hit the ground.”

We were devastated. There was moaning and writhing. Someone yelled, “Sick!” and someone else, “No!”

No one needed to explain the metaphor to us. Every single one of us had ripped the cover off a balata and watched the tightly wound rubber band core unwind like silly string. It was a frightening image. I imagined her breasts exploding like the alien’s tentacles from that wolf in the movie The Thing.

I don’t think any of us understood how a woman’s breasts could actually do this. I know I didn’t. Tommy had only added another dark layer to the already mysterious female anatomy and, in doing so, sullied our puerile, airbrushed visions of Justine.

But this was not an entirely bad thing. We’d goaded each other into such a frenzied peak of collective obsession that if she hadn’t been outright aware of the rustling in the hedge and all the furtive glances, her female radar must surely have picked up a massive cloud of overactive male hormones. And whether she was consciously aware of it or not, the sudden dissipation of this cloud had to have felt like a weight being lifted.

I’m not saying we completely lost interest in her. Far from it. Tommy’s story just acted like smelling salts. It brought us back to our senses and allowed us to refocus on other important things, like golf. After all, golf was the reason we worked there instead of mowing lawns or flipping burgers at a beach club. Our love for the game was strong and pure, but the sins of the caddie yard followed us onto the course.

The on-course gambling began innocently enough for me. I’d played on my high school golf team the spring before working at Brooklawn, and during practices we played for the cookies they baked in the golf course restaurant—huge, chunky chocolate chip, oatmeal, and walnut beauties that had the power to silence the entire golf team van while covering the seats and floor mats with crumbs. Our coach momentarily objected to our daily cookie consumption and the mess it made until he realized it was the only thing that shut us up—silenced the usual hyperactive banter and heckling that lasted the entire twenty-minute ride home from the course.

The cookies were accumulated like points, and just about anything could win you a cookie: a birdie, sandy, proxy, barky, or lakey—a proxy being closest to the pin on a par three, a barky when your ball hit a tree and you saved par, and a lakey when it touched the water inside a hazard and you saved par (important note: the ball didn’t have to remain in the water; it just had to touch it).

The best player on our team, Hans, so mastered the cookie game that I quickly burned through the meager amount of money left over from doing yard work the previous summer and was forced to go to my parents to settle my debts. Even if Hans couldn’t eat all the cookies, he still always demanded payment in full.

“You spent all of your money on cookies?” my dad asked. His incredulity quickly morphed to concern. “Is there something you want to tell us? Do you have a drug problem?”

“No! I swear. I spent it on cookies!”

Hans won those cookies in myriad genius ways. There was this one reachable, downhill par five on the course where we regularly practiced that he flat-out owned. I think 90 percent of my cookie losses came on that one hole. Hans purposely aimed his tee shot toward a thin row of pine trees down the left side of the fairway. He’d hit a high fade into the wispy boughs and beg for it to get a good kick, then smash a three wood into the greenside bunker and, more times than not, get up and down for a barky-sandy-birdie (the birdie being the real killer because it doubled the cookie total for the hole). In the event that he got a bad bounce and ended up under the trees, Hans would sometimes attempt to skip a low, screaming three wood across the lake for a barky-lakey-birdie. And one time he even skipped his three wood across the lake into the bunker and got up and down for an astonishing, never-equaled barky-lakey-sandy-birdie—an eight cookie hole.

When I started caddying at Brooklawn the following summer and began playing with Tommy, the gambling became a little less innocent. He had no interest in cookies. Tommy played for marijuana. Or as he called it, nugs, as in nuggets—the little, dry popcorn-shaped buds that constitute a bag of kind bud, as in really strong pot. My game was getting pretty good—I would break par for the first time before the summer was out—so I might’ve beaten Tommy on a regular basis if he hadn’t had one distinct advantage over me: I couldn’t play stoned.

Payment for a lost hole was immediate in the form of a packed bowl (with the participation of the loser required). So as soon as I lost the first hole it triggered a domino effect of further lost holes and further “participation” … a deadly downward spiral.

Monday was Caddie Day—the one day a week we were allowed to play the course and the one day members were prohibited, or at least discouraged, from playing. It was also the day that the grounds crew did any major work that would’ve disrupted member play on a regular day—drainage, irrigation, resodding, edging, aerating, cross-cutting, hydroinjecting, etc. They ran heavy machinery on the fairways and greens and wore protective ear muffs that made them oblivious to anyone attempting to play through. We sometimes had to wait an eternity for them to notice us and get out of the way. A grounds crewman focused on a task could be a complete momentum killer.

When I was playing with Tommy, this might’ve been a good thing, because I was usually losing and could’ve used the delay to try to collect my pot-scattered thoughts. But wouldn’t you know it, Tommy was the one caddie the grounds crew always noticed immediately and made way for.

There was no secret to his VIP status. The grounds crew were a bunch of stoners and Tommy had the best pot. It was amazing how they were suddenly completely aware of their surroundings when there was a bag of weed in the vicinity.

We stopped here and there to burn a bowl with his friends on the crew—hopped into their carts and zoomed off to hidden alcoves to “partake.” And when I say zoom, I mean zoom. The grounds crew drove gas carts—very different animals from electric carts. Much faster. They were equipped with speed regulators, but all you had to do was shave down a golf tee and jam it in the spring-loaded governor and they were unleashed. They didn’t go fifty, but they probably went thirty, which felt fast as hell in a convertible cart with no windshield or doors.

One night, a son of a member who lived next to Brooklawn threw a big party. His parents were away for the weekend, and word spread through high school like wildfire. I don’t know how many people he was expecting, but hundreds showed up. It was a scene straight out of a John Hughes movie like Pretty in Pink—kids cannonballing into the pool, raiding his parents’ bar, smoking in the kitchen, hooking up all over the house and all over the golf course.

The next day the grounds crew collected everything they found on the course and left it in a big box at the foot of his lawn—wallets, watches, cheap jewelry, lip gloss, beach towels, a boom box with an aqua aerobics tape in it (that must’ve been a surprise to whoever swiped it), countless bottles of liquor and wine, boxes of condoms, and a huge pile of panties and bras.

Tommy and I didn’t take anything from the house that night, but we did sneak onto the course with a couple of girls, burned a joint, and drank a couple of beers over by the maintenance shed. And that’s when we saw it.

One of the gas carts was parked beside the shed with the key in the ignition, gleaming in the moonlight. Tommy and I looked at each other and smiled.

“Come on, girls! We’re going for a ride!”

We fired up the cart and raced off into the night. Up and down the hills. Through the huge watery arms of the sprinklers. The girls screamed and cheered. They hugged us for safety and kissed us in nervous excitement. Then Tommy had an even more inspired idea. He pulled into a fairway and stopped.

“You drive.”

“Where are you going?”

“Back here.” Tommy stood on the wet grass behind the cart and grabbed the tail gate. “Gun it!”

I slammed the accelerator. Tommy held on for dear life. He whooped and hollered, his sneakers hydroplaning across the wet grass. It was like hanging on to the bumper of a car in a snowstorm—what we called skitching. We each took turns, even the girls, who went at the same time and both fell off in less than thirty seconds. We turned around and found them rolling around in the fairway laughing, completely soaked. We jumped out of the cart and rolled around with them. It was a memorable night. And it was not the last. We returned a week later decked head to toe in rain suits and flat-soled sneakers. We brought a water-ski tow rope, hitched the rope to the tailgate, and a new sport was born: cart skiing.

Either the grounds crew never got wind of it, or they looked the other way. Regardless, every single night the cart was parked in the same spot with the key in it. The rain suits and tow rope worked like a dream. We slid forward and backward, on our knees, backs, and stomachs. We did Superman dives and 360s. Caught air off the bumps. By far the most exhilarating move was the whip. The driver turned the cart in a tight circle while the skier crouched real low and got whipped out to the side at incredibly high speeds—over thirty miles an hour in sneakers!

But alas, all good things must come to an end, even cart skiing. One night late in the season, we met as usual. Our friend Elliot, who’d become a regular skier too, was hiding up in a tree when we walked up. He jumped down and scared the bejeezus out of us. An inauspicious beginning.

We all took turns as usual, dragging each other through the sprinklers and over bumps, whipping each other in high-speed circles. Then toward the end of the night, when Tommy was skiing, I decided to play a trick on him—drag him into a patch of knee-deep grass beside one of the fairways. In order to do that, I had to drive the cart through the deep grass too.

I pushed the accelerator to the floor and bombed it straight for the rough. Tommy was back there doing his regular moves. He wouldn’t notice until he flew into rough and wiped out. Elliot and I snickered wickedly. We were both looking back to watch Tommy eat it when all of a sudden the front of the cart dipped and there was a deafening bang! The cart stopped dead and Elliot and I flew out the front—cartwheeled through the air into the grass. The grass was so deep and soft that we both would’ve been fine except that my thumb got hooked in the steering wheel when we were thrown and was ripped from its socket. It was literally pointing straight down from the middle of my forearm.

I wish I could say I was brave and didn’t cry. But the truth is I yowled like a scalded dog. I crawled over to a puddle and pushed my thumb into the mud. I don’t know what I thought that was going to do. It was like some primal reaction.

The guys tried to comfort me, but we had other problems. The front end of the cart was completely smashed, the front axle bent at a thirty degree angle. We had to man up, push the thing out of the ditch, and then drive it like a wounded sled back to the maintenance shed, the front wheels skidding pathetically sideways.

When we saw Tommy again a couple of days later, my arm was wrapped in a heavy plaster cast, and Elliot was completely covered in poison ivy from the tree he’d been sitting in. His eyes were swollen shut, his arms and neck covered in bumps. I politely didn’t ask about the rest of his body.

Tommy took one look at the two of us and fell apart laughing. “You guys look pathetic!”

Tommy was, of course, unscathed by the incident, and no one at the course put two and two together or, I should say, two and one—two banged up caddies and one banged up cart. But that was the end of cart skiing, and it was the end of the caddie season, too.

I spent only two short summers at Brooklawn, but it felt a lot longer than that. Caddying there ended up being much more than just a summer job. That golf course and caddie yard and my home course across town were playgrounds and proving grounds. Looking back, it’s impossible to separate my experiences on those fairways from my formative high school years overall. They were the backdrop against which I now see that last sweet gasp of my childhood. They were my introduction to the caddie culture and, unbeknownst to me, the launching pad for a long, colorful caddie career.
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THE STANWICH CLUB,
GREENWICH, CT,
1993–1995



It was several years before I caddied in Connecticut again. I spent most of those summers in between out west, where I went to college at the University of Colorado. And when I did return to loop again, I decided to head closer to New York City, to one of those professional yards I’d heard about where the cart paths were paved in gold, the fairways woven from the finest silk, and the caddies made $70 a loop! Now that I was in my twenties and beer was a regular part of my diet and dating involved more than ice cream and a movie, it was time to follow the money and join the big leagues.

I’m not sure what I was expecting the first time I drove into the Stanwich Club. After all, it’s not as though the clubs in Fairfield where I’d worked and played before were slouches by any measure, but Stanwich was the peerless number-one course in the state, head and shoulders above the rest. And that became apparent the second I turned off of North Street and passed through the stone gate.

I hadn’t yet been to Augusta National, but the drive into Stanwich was exactly the way I imagined Magnolia Drive—pink and white flowering dogwoods and apple trees blooming in dappled sunlight beneath towering hardwoods whose shadows scrolled in slow motion across my windshield. It was like driving through a car commercial. My shitty old Volvo felt so transformed, I gave a fraternal wave to the driver of a passing Lexus.

The fairways were crosscut with artistic precision, laid out like argyle scarves over the valleys and hills. Flags fluttered here and there with silken ease, marking greens framed by trees, water, and sand. The road climbed a hill and turned right toward the clubhouse—a stately white stone Georgian overlooking the glimmering sliver of Long Island Sound five miles below. I parked and walked around the edge of the clubhouse, where the members were relaxing on the terrace behind the eighteenth green. A group of golfers were paying their caddies off to the side—signing the little pink cash advance slips that I would come to know so well.

The caddies were a remarkable sight. They stood out against that serene scene like a pair of flannel shirts in a closet full of designer suits. Kent, a young black guy, must’ve been pushing three hundred pounds. He was wearing a ratty old T-shirt, saggy blue jeans, and Timberland work boots with the laces undone. I’ve never seen a less golf-appropriate outfit in my life. And when he hoisted the bags onto his shoulders and shuffled off toward the caddie shack, he did it with such tired resignation it was like he was carrying the weight of the world. Guy was basically an older, white version of Kent—a sad buddha of a man who had so perfected frowning it looked like
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