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			Sam Snead deserves a thorough and honest 
biography, and Al Barkow is the right guy to write it because he seems to have a good feel for those of us who came up in the game and in life through the Great Depression of the 1930s. Sam Snead was a product of those hard times and of a part of the country that was isolated from the social mainstream. The times and the geography had a strong influence on how Sam lived his life, on his value system, and how he was perceived by the public.

			Sam was a very big celebrity not only in golf but also in all of sports. There were very few people in his time who could fill a stadium or a golf course with spectators, and Sam was one of them. He was just so good at the game, and looked so good playing, you had to go see it for yourself. Of course, that was the only way you could see him and others in the days before television, but I think the sports fans of that era had an advantage in that respect. To see Sam in the flesh, and to hear and see the sound and flight of the golf ball when he hit it, simply cannot be captured on the “tube.” I can’t think of another great athlete in any game who had that capacity. Joe DiMaggio, maybe, chasing a fly ball; but Joe looked like he was working when he was at bat. Sam never looked strained, and it set him apart from the rest of us. He was a winner not just because he had a pretty golf swing and could hit the ball a long way—a very long way. He was a winner, a big winner, because he knew how to play, how to put shots together, and could maintain a very high level of concentration. It was often said of Sam that he was a poor putter, especially from up close, and couldn’t handle the pressure. Well, how does someone win all those tournaments Sam won if he can’t putt and can’t make putts when he needs them?

			But maybe more than anything, Sam absolutely loved to play and to compete. It was that which made him so distinctive a player and personality. And yet, I’m not sure people saw that fierceness in him. Sam had this jaunty sort of look about him, with his straw hat and country-boy sayings delivered with a sly smile, but underneath all of that, he was as tough as they come. The thing about Sam and golf was that he saw the whole game. I read once about a pool shark who said he didn’t see the cue ball, the other balls, the pockets, he saw the total game. That’s the way Sam was about golf.

			Sam was kind of a phenomenon. He had a special gift for golf and made the most of it. He loved a crowd and entertained people with his storytelling, but like every great player or anyone of a creative nature, he had a lot of loner in him. He loved having a crowd around him, loved telling his stories and getting laughs, enjoyed showing off his game to the gallery, but he could do without all that. People like Sam, like a Michelangelo or a Beethoven, don’t need people around them. They like their own company and are so sure of themselves they don’t feel a need to share their thoughts, their problems, and their inner life with others. This gives them an air of mystery. Now that Sam is gone, some of that mystery can be unveiled, because people do like some insight on special people. Al Barkow has done that with his biography of Sam; it’s a story of Sam he would never tell himself, but one that needs to be told. It will enrich the memory of him for those who knew him and saw him play and give him a presence he deserves.
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			Jack Burke Jr.

			There are certain experiences one has in a lifetime that can be classified as privileges. One of those for me was getting to watch Sam Snead in his prime hitting golf balls. Those who never had this experience have truly missed something. To be sure, they can watch it on film or video, but it is simply not the same.

			I had that opportunity as a teenage caddie in the 1940s at the fabulous Tam O’ Shanter Country Club, in a north suburb of Chicago. For two consecutive weeks every summer all the great golfers in the world, men and women, pros and amateurs, came to Tam O’Shanter to play in the All-American and the “World” championship tournaments held for each category. The pros played for the most purse money ever offered up to that time—an incredible $50,000 for winning the “World” event.

			Sam Snead was of course one of the brightest stars in the golfing sky at the time, and as I think back I believe that even if you somehow didn’t know of Sam’s achievements you would have been able to tell by the way he walked, dressed, and above all swung his clubs. There was in his carriage and performance a remarkable combination of elegance and strength. He was Fred Astaire in a tuxedo dancing Ginger Rogers around a marble floor, as well as Charles Atlas getting back at the guys who had kicked sand in his face when he was a skinny kid with pimples. Sam Snead awakened in me a richer vision of athleticism. Playing games was not simply brute force. For a kid who wasn’t all that big physically but had good form in sports, this was a nice thing to know.

			Fascinated by the problem of how to hit a golf ball, I watched a myriad of swings at Tam O’Shanter during those two weeks in July and August. There was quite a variety in the days before the technology of video cameras and other outlets for swing technique information more or less homogenized the golf swing. There were all sorts of motions made, lots of moving parts with not all of them necessarily working in conjunction with the others. All of which made Sam Snead’s golf swing that much more glorious to see. Very often over the years when I was practicing and playing, and the shots were not going as well as I liked, I would say, “I’m going to put my Sam swing on.” I’m sure it didn’t look like his, but it felt like it and that was enough. Things got a bit better after that.

			Eventually I got into the journalism side of golf, which gave me opportunities to be around Sam on a different level, more up close. The first opportunity came when I became a writer on the television program Shell’s Wonderful World of Golf. My first show as a new hire was the famous match Sam played against Ben Hogan, at the Houston Country Club in Texas. A powerful, frightening thunderstorm delayed the play for a couple of hours. Sam and Hogan, the producer, the director, and other staff people, including myself, hung out in the pro shop waiting for the weather to break. Hogan was sitting in a chair near the door, and Sam was standing nearby telling jokes—very dirty jokes—in one of which Sam used a banana to illustrate a certain aspect of the story. The thing about it was, there were women in the room—our script “girl,” and another woman well known in golf who was officiating the match. I was amazed that Sam seemed to take no notice of these women as he told his pungent, explicit tales. Hogan smiled, guardedly; the women as I recall had blank stares; and I’m sure everyone felt uncomfortable. Everyone but Snead. Not yet experienced much in the world, and still a romantic idolater of sports heroes, I was taken aback and disappointed by Sam’s performance in that pro shop. It was an awakening, a reality check, as the expression goes, that rubbed some of the allure off an icon.

			Another picture of Sam came to me in Atlanta during a week of filming another match for the Shell show, this one between Sam and Julius Boros. Here I had an opportunity to play a round of golf with Sam, which was a coup in that he was well known for not wanting to play with amateurs, and also just because I could tee it up with a boyhood hero and one of the greatest golfers of all time. I was a single-digit golfer, so I didn’t slow things up. But the highlight of the episode came when Sam asked me what club I hit on a par-three hole where I hit first and put my tee shot onto the green. My goodness, I thought to myself, I must not be too bad a player if the great Sam Snead thinks he can judge his club selection based on my game. But I discovered soon that Sam asked everybody what clubs they used, even high-handicap golfers. The discovery opened up the notion that this man who always seemed so invulnerable indeed had a certain lack of self-confidence.

			In a word, he was becoming more a mere mortal. I liked that. It came home to me finally when I was putting together a book called Gettin’ to the Dance Floor: An Oral History of American Golf. This was in the mid-1980s, when Sam was well past his playing days. The book contains reminiscences of various people who spent a lifetime in golf in one capacity or another, from tournament players to golf teachers to administrators of the game, all telling how and why they got into golf and describing their experiences in the game. When I contacted Sam to ask if he would like to be part of the book, he said sure. I was pleasantly surprised. I had thought he wouldn’t be interested, especially since I didn’t have a budget to pay him if he wanted some money for his contribution. I expected that, given his reputation as a tough guy with a buck. However, he never said a word about being paid.

			I visited him in his house on the hill in Hot Springs, Virginia, and got another and deeper insight on the man. He spoke of his growing-up years, of his parents, and of his friends in ways that were far more intimate than I expected. Once and for all, I concluded that Sam Snead was not, or certainly not only, the hard-nosed and cranky cheapskate he had always been made out to be. Thus grew the germ of the idea to do a biography of Sam, for he was more than a mere giant in sports performance, he was a person who had lived a life inside and outside the arena and was aware of both sides. It took a few years to come around to doing that biography, but it has now come to pass, and the initial desire that drove me to do this book has been more than satisfied.

			Sam may not have been the most worldly of men. Most of his life was lived within a relatively narrow ambit—golf, hunting and fishing, and women—but he explored them to the full. He had wonderful moments of great achievement in his public life, terrifically disappointing ones as well, and some very sad events in his private life. And he felt them all. He was a complex man, full of contradictions in the way he was perceived by those who didn’t know him well, or at all and in how he tried to be perceived.

			In that respect, one more thought. The ancient Greeks of the time of Plato and Aristotle had a worldview that held that nothing is perfect, or should be, and played out the thought in the construction of their great buildings, such as the Parthenon. There would purposely be an imperfection or two built in—one column a bit shorter than all the others, an ornament slightly deformed. Sam Snead exemplified that notion. He was quite a profane man. He peppered his conversation with four-letter words and could otherwise be crude in a social setting, the dirty jokes being the most obvious example. And yet, in his golf game generally and in the way he swung the club he was the essence of poetry in motion. Which for me makes him a more rounded human being. I hope that is what you take away from this biography.

			When this biography of Sam Snead was first 
published in a hardback edition in 2005, some people in the book-reviewing media asked why Snead? Perhaps some of those people were so young they didn’t know who he was. That happens in our short-memory modern-day world, and those of us from a previous generation must somehow bear with such lack of knowledge. In any case, the reason for a biography of Sam Snead is self-explanatory when you consider that he was one of the best golfers to ever play the game and will, for all time, be in that category. It would be gross disrespect to not chronicle the life of so accomplished an athlete, especially in a world that is so taken with sports and its most accomplished players.

			Not that there haven’t been Snead life stories told. Most of them, though, have been in the form of autobiographies in which Snead dictated what would be told to the persons putting them together. It is my view these were only treatments, in the sense that only the aspects of Snead’s life that he wished to talk of were aired, which is to say that a lot was left out. This is hardly uncommon among celebrated people who offer such books while they are still alive.

			For example, Snead’s only reference to his mentally disabled son were brief mentions to the effect that he was not always well. I don’t believe Sam was ashamed of Terry’s condition so much as it was so painful for him that he couldn’t or didn’t want to discuss it with anyone. My going into how Sam felt about and dealt with his second child is to give us a much richer perception of him as a human being.

			As we know, great golfers or highly successful people in any line of work are much more than the sum of their accomplishments. The same idea was behind my including Sam’s propensity for telling dirty jokes, and his womanizing. Some of his friends have said I was talking of all that just to titillate readers and to sell the book on those grounds. That was not at all the case. In terms of his joke-telling, I tried to put into a life-context just why he would sometimes tell them in settings that were by normal standards not proper—stories fit only for locker rooms were told at award dinners in chandeliered rooms with an audience dressed to the nines in tuxedos and long gowns. I really believe Sam was kind of getting some licks in at the monied, high-society people who vacationed at the Homestead Hotel, where Sam worked as a young man, and who he perceived were treating him as a second-class citizen.

			As for his womanizing, I didn’t try any deep analysis simply because I am not expert enough; I’m not sure anyone is. I got the sense at times that his attitude about sex was that of a teenager just feeling his oats, and that it never changed. Certainly his marriage, amazingly lifelong, had a role. The fact that his wife knew all along of his philandering says something about husband-wife relationships being even more complicated than generally understood. And, too, when a traveling man is away from home as much as Snead was, well, one must relieve himself of certain pressures. And when you are famous and not at all bad looking, it is very easy to find the required companionship. He was by no means alone in the category.

			Finally, while the hardcover edition of this biography was handsomely produced, my feeling was that it had the character of a so-called tabletop volume, the kind of book that people casually browse, interested mainly in the pictures. I meant the book to be read, with the pictures a kind of bonus. With this edition I expect more people will take the book and Sam Snead more seriously.
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			The Sneads 
of Virginia

		

		
			Sam Snead’s dazzling debut on the American golf stage, in 1937, seemed like an alien landing. Snead? Who’s he? The name was new, but only to golf. In various spellings, the name Snead, which means a clearing or a piece of land, goes back at least to thirteenth-century England. It is found in English place names such as Sneaton and Halsnead, and a township in Staffordshire is named Sneyd. A man named Snod lived in Suffolk in 1273; Robert del Sned and Agnes Sned lived in Worcestershire in 1275; Robert Snede was in Worcestershire and John Snode in Suffolk in 1327. William Sneade and John Sneade are listed in the Oxford University Register. There were Sneads (and Sneeds) in Virginia before the American Revolution. Virginia land records show a John Snede holding land in Elizabeth City prior to 1635. A Samuel Snead obtained a two hundred–acre land grant in James City County in 1635, and another Samuel Snead held land in York County prior to 1651. Around 1666, Charles Snead held a total of 1,939 acres in Old Rappahannock County. Three men named Snead or Snede or Sneyd were officers in the American Revolutionary Army.

			The first Sneads most closely related to the Sam Snead who would become one of the greatest golfers of all time settled in Virginia during the pre–American Revolution years. Sam’s great-grandfather, Richard, came over from England in the mid-1770s and received a land grant of some sixty acres in Bath County that has been in the family ever since. It is now called Olde Snead Links. It is about three miles from the village of Hot Springs, in an area called Ashwood. It is where Sam Snead spent his summers for the last twenty-five years of his life, and where he is buried.

			Sam’s grandfather and grandmother had a number of children, among them George and Harry. Harry Snead was Sam’s father. He married Laura Dudley, and they had six children, Lyle, Homer, Janet, Jess, Welford, and Sam, in that order. George and Harry owned the Snead farm but did not work it very successfully, and they leased it out while retaining ownership. George Snead moved to California, and Harry moved his family into a six-room house about two miles from the farm and about the same distance from the Cascades Golf Course, where Sam had his first grounding in the game of golf. In the six-room house (still standing and lived in) Harry and Laura Snead raised the children. It was a tight squeeze as the children grew, if only because almost all of them were big. The children shared rooms and beds. Sam shared a bed with his sister, who was nine years older, and he kept his clothes in a box beneath the bed.

			Sam liked to tell the press that he grew up poor. The truth depends on how that is defined. Certainly there was no extra money to go around. From the time he was nine years old Sam had to earn his own money for clothes and whatnot. Christmas was not a bountiful gift-giving holiday. Sam would say the best he ever did was a sled his father made for him; usually it was a few coins left under the breakfast plate on Christmas morning, and some years a pair of socks or an orange. It left Sam with a bad taste for Christmas, and as an adult he never celebrated the holiday. But there was always a roof over the Sneads’ heads, and always food on the table. The only thing that Sam ever did to peeve his sister was when he told the world he often had to shoot squirrels so the family had something to eat. That was not so. They had a cow for milk and butter, a garden for vegetables, some chickens for eggs. The Snead family got by, was never without.

			To support the family, Harry worked for the Homestead Hotel, in Hot Springs. It is one of the oldest resorts in the country, dating back to 1766. The hotel dominates the village (which to this day has a population of around three hundred), not only as the principal if not the sole source of work for the locals but by its very size. It is a massive, curving red brick building in the Georgian architectural style, featuring a high clock tower that pokes in lordly eminence above the trees and the village just below.

			Harry Snead was an “engineer,” as Sam liked to put it. He worked in the hotel powerhouse as an all-around handyman. He shoveled coal mainly, and fixed things and served on the hotel’s firefighting crew. Harry Snead was a very quiet, religious man who for thirty-two years almost never missed a Sunday in church. He was fastidious, and had an odd tic: he hated having anyone touch his head. He told the barber to do very little, and to do it as fast as he could. Sylvia Snead, Sam’s sister-in-law via Jesse, remembered once running her hand in fun over the top of Harry’s head. “He jumped up and ran off. I laughed, but Jesse told me that if it had been anyone else but me he would have hit me.”

			Every morning of the week Harry Snead dressed in a three-piece suit and walked some three miles to work. When he arrived he changed into his coveralls and shoveled coal, and did other chores. At day’s end he took a shower, put his suit back on, and walked home. Sam remembered a piece of advice his father gave him: “Son, if your fingernails are clean and your shoes are polished you can get by with the rest.” Indeed, from his first days in the public eye, Sam was noted as a smart dresser. He would be best known for his straw hat with a wide, colorful band, but his slacks, shirts, sweaters, and sport jackets were always perfectly fitted, tastefully color-
coordinated, and of the best quality. He carried clothes well on his trim, muscular body. His baldness, which became prominent in his middle thirties, was always a source of irritation to him. He tried wigs now and then, and when wearing them he liked to be called John, but they were never successful. One year he showed up at the Masters and walked into a room full of fellow players, including Jimmy Demaret, a wit and sharp needler. When Sam asked Demaret how he liked his “rug,” Demaret said, “Sam, you’ve taken a million dollars out of this game and all you can afford is a second-class head of hair.” Sam ripped off the wig and stormed off.

			Interestingly, as a boy, Sam Snead, who once held the record for the biggest bonefish ever caught, who would shoot bears in Alaska, who hit a golf ball harder and farther than anybody, learned tailoring skills. He could alter the waist and length of his trousers, and turn the frayed collar of a coat. Sam Snead was a man of many more parts than the public ever knew about.

			Laura Snead was a woman who ran her family with a firm hand. What she said to her children went; there was no questioning Laura’s Law. Sam would say that he only knew his mother as an old woman, which was understandable in that she was forty-seven when she gave birth to him, but he was deeply devoted to her. Long after she had died, he spoke of her often and with no little reverence. Quoted in this writer’s 1986 book Gettin’ to the Dance Floor: An Oral History of American Golf, Sam said, “I’d like to have had all my characteristics and character from my mother [as compared with his “touchy” father]. She was one of the few people I ever knew who had front sight as well as hindsight. We never went to my dad for anything. We always went to my mother.” One of the theories as to why Sam played so well in the Greensboro Open (he won it eight times) held that it was the last stop on the winter tour, and he was exhilarated at knowing that an hour or so after he played the last hole he would be home to see his mother.

			A fundamental Snead family characteristic was physical size and strength. A recollection of any Snead family member by another almost invariably begins with how big and strong he or she was, followed by evidence. First and foremost was the legendary John Snead, Sam’s great uncle, who stood seven feet, nine inches tall, weighed 360 pounds, and wore a size 28 shoe. Incredible? Mythical? Jack Snead, Sam’s eldest son, went to the Bath County courthouse once to verify the figures. “They were what they were said to be. What’s more, he was perfectly proportioned,” said Jack. “He didn’t have the disease called gigantism. There is a story about him that when people would clear a pasture and put a split-rail fence around it that was made up of eleven-foot long rails of chestnut, a stout farmer could carry two of those rails over each shoulder. But then here comes Uncle John out of the woods with six over each shoulder. Twelve altogether!” Perhaps.

			Harry Snead, though not particularly muscular, had big hands and powerful arms. Sam relayed a story about his father’s strength: “We had a firemen’s team and we’d pull this heavy reel of hose off wheels that were six feet high. Ten guys. We’d run 125 yards pulling that hose and hook it up to a hydrant, put a nozzle on it, and have water coming out in twenty seconds. My dad would run down there with the team when he was seventy years old.” Laura Snead was a tall, stockily built woman who could throw a hundred-pound sack of flour up onto a rack. Her daughter, Janet, who stood close to six feet tall, could do the same. Jesse Snead was the biggest of them all, at six feet two, 250 pounds. “They always talked about how strong Sam was,” said Jesse Carlyle (J. C.) Snead, Sam’s nephew through Jesse and Sylvia, “and he was. But my dad could have pinched his head off.” Sneads talk like that.

			Homer Snead, who was Sam’s idol growing up, was a big man with considerable athletic ability. That ability was not realized because he had to help support the family. He may also have been a bit lazy. Homer could hit a golf ball farther than his kid brother, albeit with nothing like the same fine form and balance—“Homer just about fell off his feet when he hit it,” said Bobby Fry, a golf pro from Hot Springs who knew the Sneads well. “He took divots as big as beaver pelts.” Homer was a good boxer who might have done something in the ring, but one day when he was scheduled to fight an especially tough, seasoned pro he took the advice to skip the opportunity to get badly beaten up.

			Welford, who disliked his given name and went by Pete all his life, was about Sam’s size, close to six feet and solidly built. Lyle was the least hale of the Snead boys. He worked as a barber, and, a heavy cigarette smoker, died at the age of sixty-eight of emphysema. Sam, who never smoked and would not tolerate anyone smoking in any closed room in which he was present, put Lyle’s death in the prosaic terms of his culture: “The poor devil choked to death.”

			Sam, because of his celebrity, would become the apotheosis of the Snead family’s physicality and pride of body. His most famous demonstration of those qualities was to stand in a doorway and, with one foot flat to the floor, kick the top of the door jamb with the other. It was (pun intended) the kickoff of every Masters Champions dinner. When Sam came into the doorway and did his high kick, Hogan, Nelson, Burke, Ford, Palmer, and all the others knew it was time to dine.

			Dave Stockton remembered an even more amazing exhibition of Sam’s specialty. It was at a Greensboro Open, in the early 1970s, when Sam was in his late fifties. Stockton and other players were in a dining area adjacent to the locker room when they heard a crashing noise they identified, correctly, as someone kicking in a locker door. It was Sam, angry over a poor round. When he came to the dining area he stopped in the doorway, gripped the side door jambs, turned himself upside down, and kicked in the ceiling. “It was unbelievable,” said Stockton. “We all started laughing and applauding, and Sam, when he straightened himself up again, had this proud smile on his face.”

			Bill Campbell is a West Virginian with one of the best lifetime records in American amateur golf, a former president of the United States Golf Association, and a lifelong friend of Sam. He recalled a time in 1938 when he got a firsthand taste of Sam’s physical prowess. “We were in Wheeling for the Virginia State Open. I was fifteen, eleven years Sam’s junior, and we shared a room in the McClure Hotel. One morning before we left for the course Sam asked me how many pushups I could do. I said I didn’t know, and he prompted me to give it a try. I did maybe ten, which was a mistake because my arms went wobbly for the rest of the day. Then Sam got down on his fingertips and bounced up and down like a cat; he must have done fifty, maybe a hundred. He was so strong. You didn’t see it in his golf swing, because it was so fluid.”

			Of the five Snead boys, four played golf with varying degrees of proficiency. (Sister Janet didn’t; she married early and raised six children in Waynesboro, Virginia.) Homer was a casual player, although it didn’t take much persuading to get him out for a round. Jesse, who worked most of his life for the Homestead Hotel, could shoot in the 70s. Pete was the only other Snead boy to become a golf professional. He held the head professional’s job at the Pittsburgh Field Club for nearly fifty years. He was giving lessons at the club well into his nineties, before a stroke stopped him. Pete had a rather nervous disposition and a short, quick golf swing to match. He did, however, share one of his younger brother’s predilections. One winter Pete played the pro tour, although with not much distinction, the probable reason becoming clear when Sam made the circuit the following season. He was regularly approached by young, attractive women who Sam thought at first were interested in him. But they all asked where his brother was. Pete had a way with the ladies, too, but in his case it apparently hurt his golf.

			Pete, by the way, was not the only Snead boy dissatisfied with his moniker. Jesse’s middle name was James, but he never used it. He didn’t like the connection to the famous outlaw. Jesse J. would do, thank you. Sam wanted to be called Jack, a diminution of his middle name, but his mother wouldn’t permit it, and that was that. His best friend, Johnny Bulla, made up for it by calling him Jackson most of the time. Jackson, by the way, was in honor of Stonewall Jackson, the famed Confederate general and a native Virginian, whom Sam’s grandfather knew.

			Size and strength were central points of pride among the Sneads, but there were other dimensions to the clan. Pete developed a sideline as an expert furniture maker. Homer, who was the only one to go beyond high school—he attended a technical school in Pittsburgh—had an innate genius for electronics, and was inventive in that and other areas. During World War II he worked on electrical problems for the U.S. Navy, at Norfolk, Virginia.

			When the radio was first introduced in the United States, Homer studied manuals and made a radio of his own that might have made him a fortune. In typical Snead fashion, Homer’s manmade radio was oversized—nine feet long, weighing over three hundred pounds, and with a speaker nine feet in diameter. With it Homer could pull
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