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PROLOGUE





Monterey, California, August 1945


After finishing his second round of the day, a fourteen-year-old caddie wanders down to the sixteenth tee at Cypress Point Golf Club. The son of a fishing net twine salesman, he reads golf magazines while he waits for his father to finish his sales calls at the canneries in nearby Monterey before driving them back to their modest home in the Mission District of San Francisco. The young man is a loner by default, socially traumatized by merciless teenage peers because of a persistent, debilitating stutter. Since taking up golf for its solitary virtues and rigors, he has made this isolated vantage point overlooking the Pacific his favorite refuge from the harsh realities of his life. Gazing out along the stark, forbidding shoreline and across at the green of the par three sixteenth—a two-hundred-and-twenty-yard carry over a turbulent cove, the most spectacular golf hole in the world—Kenny Venturi dreams of one day competing there against his heroes, Byron Nelson and Ben Hogan, at the game’s highest level.



Texas, 1927


A fifteen-year-old caddie makes the day-long trip from his home outside Fort Worth to Dallas, to watch his professional idol, the peerless Sir Walter Hagen, play in the semifinals of the Tenth Annual PGA Championship at Cedar Crest Country Club. Hagen trails by one when they reach the final hole, and the young caddie notices him squinting and shading his eyes as he lines up his shot from the eighteenth fairway, so the lad offers him his baseball cap to keep the sun from his eyes. The elegant populist Hagen, who has made an extravagant living by playing to the gallery, gallantly accepts the boy’s offer, makes a great show of setting the tattered cap on his luxurious, brilliantined black scalp, and drills his five iron to eight feet from the flag, then graciously returns the cap with a bow to the boy that draws sustained applause for both of them. The caddie, John Byron Nelson, Jr., is thrilled when Hagen sinks the putt for birdie, ties his match, wins it on the first extra hole, and the next day goes on to win his fourth PGA Championship in a row, and his fifth overall.


Four months later, at Glen Garden Country Club outside Fort Worth, Byron Nelson faces off against another fifteen-year-old in the finals of the club’s annual Caddie Championship. Byron, a few months older and a head taller, is the clear favorite, admired equally by the members and his peers for his native kindness and sunny good nature. The son of rural, Christian, second-generation cotton farmers, he shines with the clean, upright virtues instilled by his loving, uncomplicated upbringing. Although he barely survived a problematic birth and suffered a near fatal bout of typhoid fever at eleven, Byron has grown strong and hardy through his years of outdoor manual labor and become a gifted athlete. Blessed with great natural balance, and guided by a dog-eared copy of Harry Vardon’s instruction book on golf, during his three years in the Glen Garden caddie yard he has begun to develop a powerful, rhythmic, and dependable swing.


His opponent that day, a solemn, grim-faced young man, is slight and smaller in stature, but his outsized hands, inherited from his beloved blacksmith father, are those of a hardened adult. His face already looks as careworn and weathered as that of a man in his twenties. He is Byron’s temperamental opposite in every regard—guarded, pessimistic, introverted—and has come by it the hard way, through misfortune. By all accounts Ben Hogan had lived an idyllic country childhood similar to Byron’s, until it was shattered six years earlier in a moment of unspeakable tragedy that he and his family will keep a closeted secret until the end of their days. From that terrible divide young Hogan’s life descended into an ordeal of urban poverty and child labor that damaged and darkened what had been until that moment a carefree, innocent spirit. Since securing his first job as a caddie three years earlier, Hogan has only recently begun to play the game himself and for the first time glimpsed a path that could lead him out of his nightmarish existence. His perilous, fifteen-year journey of deliverance is only just beginning, and anything from assured; he will have to carve and claw his way out of the deep hole into which life has dropped him, a club in his hands as his only tool.


Their nine-hole caddie championship match ends in a tie when Nelson sinks a thirty-foot putt on the last green, just as he’d watched his idol Walter Hagen do at the recent PGA Championship. Urged by the members to settle the matter in a play-off, Ben wins their first extra hole. Under the impression that they were playing sudden death, Ben is puzzled when his competitor and their gallery hurry on to the next tee without congratulations or comment; only then does he realize he didn’t know, or wasn’t told, that they are engaged in a nine-hole play-off. Emotionally crushed, Ben quickly gives back his advantage, and Byron has a chance to win at the final hole if he can sink another thirty-footer. As he stands over that putt, Byron tells himself: “This putt is for the U.S. Open.” Tracking straight and sure, in it falls to win the match. Both boys are handed a new iron from the pro shop as their prize, which, each lacking the one the other received, they promptly trade with each other.


The victorious, outgoing Byron follows the members who’ve witnessed their battle into the clubhouse for a Christmas dinner with all the trimmings. The winner in more ways than one, Byron learns he will also be awarded a junior membership and full playing privileges at the club, assuring him regular access to the golf course, exactly the break his developing skills need to realize his dream of becoming a champion golfer. On this night, Byron’s future success in the game he’s grown to love seems all but guaranteed. Within three years he will be confident enough to step onto the game’s national stage.


There will be no holiday dinner or extended club privileges for the runner-up, but then he has never known anything other than the short end of a bargain. For starters, he was born left-handed into a right-handed world and is still struggling to play golf from that unfamiliar side. Nor will he be ready anytime soon to compete as a professional; any chance he has to arrive at that distant station will come only through relentless hard work and ruthless self-discipline. To the end of his days he will never find satisfaction or consolation in finishing second, at anything.


As twilight fades, young Ben Hogan grips his new five iron and heads back to the practice range alone.


Pinehurst, North Carolina, 1948


On a whim, and at the last minute, a twenty-two-year-old economics major named Edward Harvie Ward drives down to Pinehurst from the University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill to enter the North & South Amateur Championship. Played on Donald Ross’s famed Number Two Course, this match play tournament is considered second in importance only to the USGA National Amateur and for nearly fifty years has drawn an equally accomplished field. Although Harvie, as he’s been known all his life, plays on the Tar Heels’ collegiate team, and qualified for the National Amateur the year before, the native North Carolinian anticipates an early exit; he’s brought along only a toothbrush and the white Oxford shirt and crimson cashmere sweater on his back.


Popular at Chapel Hill, but a nonchalant student at best, he set out to study medicine, backtracked to pharmacy, and retreated once again to a general business degree. Your college years, Harvie had decided, are supposed to be fun, so why ruin them with study and scholarship? His higher education has already been interrupted by World War Two and two years in the army; he describes his role in uniform as “keeping the Nazis out of Kansas,” where he played a lot of golf while amusing his senior officers. Equally liked by men and women, Harvie is already both a man’s man and a notorious ladies’ man. He’s musical, a good singer and a great dancer, a teller of tales, always good for a laugh, the center of the room at every party. Blessed with movie star looks, an abundance of charm, and a devil-may-care personality that already reflects his roguish indifference to nine-to-five conformity, Harvie exudes the confident aura of a big man on campus for whom greatness seems a foregone conclusion, despite his, to date, conspicuous lack of accomplishment.


With a hint that might be about to change, Harvie shoots 74 in Monday’s qualifying round, good for fourth place in the field, to reach the match play segment of the North & South. While that qualifying round is still being played, news reaches the clubhouse that Donald Ross has died in a local Pinehurst hospital at the age of seventy-five. Born in Dornoch on the northern coast of Scotland, Ross learned his craft at St. Andrews as an apprentice to the Methuselah of golf, Old Tom Morris, and after making the crossing as a young man became the most prolific architect in early American golf history. His professional association with Pinehurst, where he built his masterpiece, began in 1901, and Ross had worked and made his home there ever since. He would craft over two hundred courses around the country, among them enduring classics like Oakland Hills, Seminole, and East Lake, helping to define the standards by which all future American courses would be judged. The flag over Pinehurst’s clubhouse will be lowered to half-mast for the week, and canceling the tournament is briefly considered, but it is decided that Ross would’ve wanted the games to continue.


In his opening match Harvie catches a serious case of the jitters on the first tee and finds himself four down after five holes, somehow pulls himself together, goes on a tear, and rallies to win on the first extra hole. To everyone’s surprise but his own, Harvie reels off a string of four more victories through the week that propel him into the semifinals of the North & South. Every evening, after winning that day’s match, he dutifully phones the university’s assistant athletic director, the man who gave him permission to enter the tournament. After receiving the go-ahead to extend his stay another day—avoiding classes doesn’t exactly qualify as a hardship for Harvie—he washes out his socks, shirt, and underwear in the sink of his cheap motel room and, instead of heading out for his customary evening of extracurricular amusements, tries to get some sleep.


In the semifinals Harvie faces a rising star and Atlantic Coast Conference rival from Wake Forest’s golf team, a strapping Pennsylvanian sophomore named Arnold Palmer, and bests him handily, 5 & 4. When news of Harvie’s victory filters back to Chapel Hill, his fraternity brothers from Zeta Psi dragoon busloads of UNC coeds and convoy down to Pinehurst to cheer him on in the finals. His sister and parents, owners of two drugstores in his hometown of Tarboro, North Carolina, also drive in for the match. They’re successful, upward-striving, middle-class people, proud that they were able to send their adored younger son to private prep school, prouder still that his dedication to their favorite sport has brought Harvie to the cusp of such an achievement. (Given Harvie’s lifelong lack of interest in academics, and work in general, they’re thrilled he’s on the cusp of anything.) As an added incentive, at dinner the night they arrive, his pharmacist father promises to buy Harvie a used car if he can come out on top.


The odds are stacked impressively against him. Harvie’s opponent that day is not only the best amateur player in the world; Frank Stranahan is in the middle of the most dominant international run by a nonprofessional since the heyday of Bobby Jones. Runner-up at both the 1947 Masters and British Open—and the reigning British, Canadian, Mexican, and Brazilian amateur champion—Stranahan has been close to unbeatable for over a year. He is also one of the most eccentric and peculiar characters to ever materialize in the genteel history of the gentleman’s game.


Frank is twenty-five, the favorite son of Robert Stranahan, the man who created one of the key components of the automobile revolution, Champion Sparkplugs, based in Toledo, Ohio. Bankrolled by his multimillionaire father, Stranahan grew up with the entitlements of a feudal prince, free to pursue his early passion for golf without ever stressing about a paycheck. Tall, tan, and ruggedly handsome, he is known as “Muscles” on the golf circuit, for his zealous obsession with weight lifting, health food, and physical fitness. Suffice it to say that in the era of the double martini, grilled T-bone, and Baked Alaska, Stranahan’s cult of the body is slightly ahead of his time. His favorite prank is to carry the suitcases loaded with his 356 pounds of traveling free weights into a hotel lobby, set them down to check in, then collapse with laughter when a bellboy falls on his face trying to lift them. With a thirst for publicity and a propensity for lecturing anyone who’ll listen on his quasi-religious devotion to physical culture—all the while boasting about its beneficial effects on his length off the tee—the self-absorbed Frank Stranahan comes as close as anyone in American sports to the stereotype of the spoiled rich kid.


A few years earlier, after becoming club champion while still in his teens at his home course—Inverness in Ohio, a Donald Ross design—Stranahan regularly challenged the club’s resident professional to a match. The pro had given up trying to teach Frank two years earlier because he refused to listen to a single suggestion, a failure he was then compelled to justify to the boy’s meddling father. A number of run-ins followed as the headstrong youngster continually challenged or ignored the club’s rules and the basic etiquette of the game, trying the patience of every employee in the place, particularly the head professional. When Frank finally tried to provoke the pro out of the shop by suggesting the man was afraid to be shown up by a teenager, that pro, the reigning U.S. Open champion and a gentleman who was very slow to anger—but heaven help you if he got there—by the name of Byron Nelson, finally reached his limit. So the day came in 1940 when Byron accepted Frank’s challenge, and then upped the ante on him, offering to play against both young Stranahan and two of his cronies, both single-digit junior players, in a best-ball match. His ball against all three of theirs. Word spread quickly of the challenge and a sizeable crowd gathered to watch.


Byron shot a course record 63 that day, dusted the floor with Stranahan and his two buddies, and as he delicately put it afterward, “Frankie never bothered me again.”


Since Stranahan burst onto the international golf scene in 1947, blue collar sports reporters have made dependable sport of taking him to task for his egotistical excesses. Frank often provokes their barbs, for instance when he is photographed showing off that week working out with his customized barbells in front of Pinehurst’s Carolina Hotel. In spite of the personal antipathy he inspires, all the experts and reporters on hand, and Stranahan himself in a typically unguarded moment, have predicted that he will crush his unheralded younger opponent in the North-South finals. Stranahan has taken his blue steel self-assurance one step further, renting the ballroom of the Carolina Hotel the night of the championship round and booking in a band for his anticipated victory party.


When the two men tee it up that Saturday morning at Pinehurst Number Two, few people in town aside from his parents are rooting for Frank Stranahan to attend his party. Harvie’s introduction is cheered by the boisterous collegiate crowd, close to three thousand of them, most under the impression that golf and football share not only a grass playing field but spectator etiquette. As the round progresses, they go berserk every time Harvie gets his ball airborne, and boo every swing Stranahan makes.


With that home court advantage, and for the first time all week wearing fresh clothes brought down by his roommate, Harvie Ward proves that the cool confidence he exhibits off the course is no act. Although constantly out-driven by his brawny opponent, Harvie’s fairway woods are flawless and his touch around Number Two’s treacherous crowned greens is as soft and silky as a cat’s whisker. Using a rusty old hickory-shafted derelict putter he found at his home club in Tarboro when he took up the game eight years earlier, he sinks twelve putts of ten feet or more during their first round. As they walk off to break for lunch, exasperated at Harvie’s uncanny ability to erase his power advantage by sinking another long putt, Stranahan complains frostily:


“If you couldn’t putt you wouldn’t even be in the game.”


Harvie smiles, knowing at that moment he has his man beat, and replies: “Well, Frank, last I checked putting is part of the game.”


Never trailing all day, Harvie ices the fearsome Stranahan when he sinks a three-footer on the final hole to win the North & South Amateur one up. Stranahan takes it manfully, shakes his hand, and drives off with his parents in their chauffeured Cadillac, stopping at the hotel to cancel their ballroom rental. The jubilant Tar Heel gallery hoists Harvie onto their shoulders, parading their native son hero off the eighteenth green toward the historic Pinehurst clubhouse. Harvie has to hurry back to Chapel Hill that night in order to return to class the next day, but an impromptu victory party at a local bar takes place for him in absentia. When a young local who looks a little like Harvie wanders in and is mistaken for him, despite his protests, which quickly subside once he realizes how spectacularly the error works in his favor, the substitute victor is celebrated until the wee hours. Displaying impeccable manners, the man promptly writes Harvie a thank-you note.


As he always suspected he would, Harvie likes the view from the top of the heap. Propelled by his unlikely victory, the following spring in his senior year he will go on to win the 1949 NCAA Collegiate Championship, qualify for the National Amateur, and make his first appearance at the Masters. His future as one of the greatest amateurs in history, perhaps even the heir apparent to Bob Jones, appears as inevitable as income tax.


For the next nine years—but then, tragically, no longer—he will fulfill that promise.


 


Their paths will soon cross repeatedly. Four men from two different generations, united by a complex web of personal and professional relationships. Vastly different personalities, but all brothers under the skin, shaped and distilled by the difficult, disciplined game they share. The single perfect day that will ultimately bring them all together falls into place casually but with the stubborn inevitability of fate. Few people heard about it at the time, and none of the headline makers involved immediately regarded the event or its outcome as in any way remarkable, but it has since accrued the weight and character of myth. There will be no newsreel or television cameras on hand to record the remarkable events of that day. No one appears to have preserved it with even a single photograph that survives. Not one newspaper story was written about it at the time; it remains unclear whether any reporters witnessed any part of their encounter.


In spite of which, over the years this one casual game has become the sport’s great suburban legend, as captivating and elusive as Brigadoon. Looking back from a future vantage point, in addition to its human dimensions, a broader significance that no one at the time could have assigned to their encounter takes shape, because the sport these men played had reached an equally decisive moment. Since golf’s early days at the start of the American century, the game had been dominated on the course and administered off it by the aristocratic amateurs of the United States Golf Association. They organized the first private clubs; they popularized the sport with their peers; it was their game. Between 1913 and 1933 an amateur had won the U.S. Open eight times; gentlemen amateurs were not only the game’s social elite, they could also claim parity on the course itself. Golf professionals, the distinctly working class men who taught and played the game for a meager living, had struggled for decades toward social and economic equality. By the mid-1950s, only one generation removed from a time when they were not allowed to set foot into private clubhouses, a handful of top professionals—chief among them Ben Hogan, Byron Nelson, and Sam Snead—had finally broken through into broader cultural stardom and higher tax brackets. But the vast majority of the men working the pro golf circuit still faced an uneasy hand-to-mouth existence, living on the road most of the year with no guaranteed money, playing for a tiny fraction of the paychecks and none of the entitlements we so routinely see run-of-the-mill pros receive today. The gallant amateur champion who played for the love of the game—embodied by the golden memory of the immortal Bob Jones, more than twenty years after his retirement—still represented the upper class beau ideal of what a golfer should be.


By the second half of the 1950s, that image was about to be forever transformed by the twin arrivals of televised tournament coverage and a charismatic proletarian pro from Pennsylvania named Arnold Palmer. But in early 1956 Palmer hadn’t yet made his stunning entrance, and one last young group of gifted amateurs, dedicated to the Jonesian model, had arrived with both the wherewithal to make their livings elsewhere and the talent to capture a major championship. Because these two opposing factions so seldom faced each other in competition, aside from the annual U.S. Open—where an amateur hadn’t won in over twenty years—the question of which side produced the better players remained a heated and ongoing debate. Given today’s standards, the answer appears laughably obvious—“amateur” is a pejorative term at best—but at that time it remained an undecided issue. The best pros of that era often went out of their way to avoid playing against the best amateurs in high-profile situations, particularly in match play—a format in which amateurs specialized and excelled—unwilling to risk the damage to their fragile pride and reputations if they should fail. So in many ways the sport had been waiting for a moment like this game was about to provide, a decisive showdown to help determine the future direction of the sport: whose game was golf going to be, the pros’ or the amateurs’, and which champions would each side send forward to settle the issue?


These questions would find their answers at Cypress Point, January 10, 1956. As time passed, even the participants would remember its specifics in varying ways, a vivid reminder that all of human experience is subjective, and memory is a perilously fragile vessel for collective truth. But between the facts that can be certified, the often conflicting versions each man has left us of these events, and their impact on the sport and the remarkable lives that would intersect at this crossroads, there is more than enough lore to tell the tale. Ask anyone well versed in the history of the game about it and they will smile and shake their heads in wonder.


The Match. Ah yes, The Match.
















The Clambake





It never would have happened without Bing Crosby. By definition popular culture lives only in the present, desperately seeking currency and the fickle attentions of youth, without a thought to the past. But the twenty-first century’s entertainment empire rests on a handful of original foundations that still stand, and for every one of them Harry Lillis “Bing” Crosby helped lay the bricks. Here are the improbable facts:


Bing Crosby sang most of the classic American standards first, popularizing the work of every important composer from Gershwin to Cole Porter, principal inspiration for every big voice that followed him, from Sinatra to Elvis. He delivered more hit records than any artist before or since—sixteen charted songs per year for two and a half decades—and to this day, at over seventeen hundred hours, his silvery baritone remains the most recorded voice in human history. He was the first white singing star to incorporate African-American idioms into his work, and in their collaborative recordings he helped bring artists like Louis Armstrong and the Mills Brothers into the mainstream.


For twelve years during radio’s heyday Crosby starred in Kraft Music Hall, the most popular weekly show in history, and turned CBS into a national network. Bing also appeared in seventy-nine movies over a forty-year career, in every genre from musicals to light comedy to serious drama. He performed four songs that won Oscars, won one himself for Best Actor, was the number one box-office star for five years running, and remained a top attraction for over two decades. Alongside partner Bob Hope in their immensely popular Road pictures, and in every other arena he conquered, Bing Crosby embodied the whole idea of “cool” before cool was cool.


In 1937, scaling the peak of his stardom, Bing had another idea. A friendly golf tournament, to help out the lads on the struggling professional tour. A casual event at the start of the year to bridge a gap in the PGA’s West Coast winter schedule, and partner the pros with his golf-crazed show business buddies for a thirty-six-hole, better-ball affair. A perfect excuse to throw a nonstop party—a stag weekend at the beach near the racetrack Bing had a financial stake in at Del Mar—and while they were having fun, why not raise a few bucks for charity? Bing took up the game of golf seriously while still a youngster in Spokane, Washington. Once a star, he played it religiously—considering golf a stress reliever and social activity, he organized his film schedule around his tee times—and expertly; Crosby carried a single-digit handicap his entire life, won his club championship at Lakeside Golf Club five times, and qualified for both the U.S. and British Amateur.


On opening day of the first Crosby Amateur-Pro, a monsoon blew in off the Pacific, the round was canceled, but no one missed a beat. Bing tossed some steaks on the grill and sang a few tunes on his own patio, which was just off the back nine. Mixed drinks flowed like the Ganges. Waves of aspiring actresses, unbidden, materialized like woodland nymphs. When the sun came out the following day, a rough-edged, smooth-swinging rookie pro who’d recently emerged from the West Virginia hills named Samuel Jackson Snead stepped up to win both the abbreviated tournament and the Pro-Am, then refused Bing’s personal check for $732, preferring to take his prize money in cash, no offense to Mr. Crosby. The twenty-five-year-old Snead explained, in his back country banjo twang, that he didn’t put much stock in bank accounts. He was still carrying around the bankroll from his first professional victory in Oakland only two weeks earlier.


Born the same year as Nelson and Hogan, in 1912, the youngest of five brothers from an Appalachian coal mining county, Sam Snead grew up around a swank resort called the Homestead Hotel in Hot Springs, Virginia, where his father worked as a handyman. Without much formal education, the Snead family tree was crowded with musicians, eccentric inventors, and gifted athletes, qualities that all found their way into Sam’s supremely natural game. A tall, lanky, and almost freakishly strong physical specimen, he was the most gifted natural athlete to ever seriously pursue golf. Sam excelled at every sport he tried, but grew up caddying and fell in love with the game at the Homestead’s home course—an early Donald Ross design—and landed his first job as a professional at the Greenbrier, a rival resort in neighboring West Virginia. He emerged from these mountain retreats a few years later onto golf’s national stage, his greatness fully formed, as a kind of prodigal Forrest Gump.


Sam would go on to win three more times after the inaugural Crosby that season, the tour’s second leading money winner in 1937, the strongest debut in PGA history. Over a career that spanned the next four decades the Slammer would capture seven majors and win more tournaments all over the world—135 is the consensus figure—than anyone else in golf’s long history. His fluid, powerhouse swing remains one of the game’s gold standards. Sam may have drawled like a hillbilly, but he dressed like a big city bon vivant, and under all that molasses and sassafras he was lot cagier than he liked to let on. Coming of age around a high-end resort, Sam had catered to the whims of the wealthy all his life; he would forever resent their class advantages, but he also studied their every move to his advantage, and as an emerging talent benefited enormously from their patronage. Once he hit the big time, his calculated but colorful image as a coarse, cracker-barrel country boy provided irresistible copy that made him an immediate favorite with the sporting press; public fascination would quickly follow.


Along with the entrance of Sam Snead, another legend was born that week. The first edition of what quickly became known as “The Clambake”—for the final night’s seaside blowout, although no one remembers clams on the menu—turned into such big fun for all involved Bing decided to make it an annual affair. No one had ever put together anything like it before, but it was a surefire recipe: pro athletes, Hollywood stars, a sprinkling of corporate potentates, add copious amounts of alcohol and mix vigorously. Almost without trying—but then such an integral part of his genius was that he never looked like he was trying—the King of Pop Culture had invented the celebrity pro-am. Already an established star on the PGA Tour, Byron Nelson showed up for the second Clambake in 1938. So did his twenty-five-year-old traveling companion, Ben Hogan, struggling to make ends meet in his third dogged attempt to hack it as a touring pro. On the amateur side the wisecracking thirty-four-year-old vaudevillian and Broadway headliner who’d just moved to Hollywood to try his luck in films and radio, Leslie “Bob” Hope, made his first appearance, cementing a friendship with Bing that was about to pay off like the Irish Sweepstakes.


Sam Snead, now a national sports icon known as “Slammin’ Sammy,” successfully defended his title that year. The courtly Byron Nelson finished out of the money—paired with Johnny “Tarzan” Weissmuller—but he and Bing hit it off so well that Byron became a Clambake regular. Byron renewed his acquaintance that week with another amateur, a wealthy car dealer from the Bay Area named Eddie Lowery, who would soon play a pivotal role in every aspect of his life. Hard luck Ben Hogan finished eighth in 1938 and took home $75, barely covering expenses. On the verge of selling his car for a train ticket home to Fort Worth and abandoning golf for the oil business, Hogan managed to hang on through the West Coast swing and cash a few small checks. The following year he inched up to sixth, to win $112. In 1940—painfully slow progress—Hogan finished fourth and won $225, but had yet to win his first PGA Tournament.


In 1942 World War Two dimmed the lights of Crosby’s annual bash and all the major golf championships, and altered every other form of American entertainment. Bing threw himself into the civilian war effort, performing for front-line troops all over Europe while leading the domestic war bond drive, appearing in countless charity golf exhibitions with Byron Nelson and Bob Hope. For his efforts the Armed Forces named Crosby the one celebrity who had done the most for GI morale. When civilian life resumed at war’s end, Bing decided to revive his Clambake, a few hours up the coast, on the Monterey Peninsula, where he’d purchased a new home. He also suggested the novel notion of playing his tournament on three remarkable courses in the area: the Monterey Peninsula Country Club, Cypress Point Golf Club, and Pebble Beach. The PGA had never heard of such a thing and threatened to withhold its support. Bing told them he’d be perfectly happy to proceed without their sanction and pay the purse from his own pocket; from the legendarily tightfisted Crosby this was a threat difficult to ignore. (Dean Martin used to say of him: “Don’t you worry about old Bing. He’s got about twenty million…on him.”) And so, played over three courses, the resurrected Bing Crosby Pro-Am resumed in 1948 as an official PGA Tour stop.


For a generation that had saved the free world and borne witness to the horrors of war, the Clambake satisfied perfectly their postwar hunger for grown-up celebrity hijinks. The general who led that war effort, Dwight Eisenhower, had won the White House and faced almost certain reelection in the fall of 1956. He had also become the first chief executive to unashamedly profess his love for the sport of golf, and insisted on playing it as a prerogative of office. Millions around the country followed suit; golf and the national mood were, at long last, in perfect synch, the country’s future stretching out ahead like a pristine fairway. These were the headiest years of America’s expansion after two long decades of depression and war. The shadows cast by the threats of the Communist cold war abroad and McCarthyism at home could not dampen a collective instinct for a recuperative period of smooth sailing, and the cultural and generational upheaval hinted at by the recent arrival of rock and roll into the mainstream seemed worlds away. The three television networks that ruled the airwaves were dominated by depictions of conventional middle-class families like the Nelsons and the Cleavers, suggesting a social complacency devoid of dysfunction. With television eroding the motion picture’s grip on American audiences, bland wide-screen spectacles like Around the World in Eighty Days and The Ten Commandments dominated the box office. Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, the first anthem of the coming counterculture, was a year away from finding a publisher, while racy revelations of cracks underlying the placid façade of small-town life in Peyton Place stormed to the top of best-seller lists.


With Bing Crosby as its reassuring public face, the Clambake’s attendance and reputation grew every year, and the advent of national network coverage—along with The Masters, it was the first tournament to be extensively telecast—would soon turn it into a midwinter cultural institution. A chance to watch their favorite entertainers shank golf balls into the Pacific proved irresistible to the public. Bing used to hand out commemorative, handcrafted ceramic fifths of bourbon, whiskey, and brandy—one a day to every participant—so a good percentage were either still lubricated from the night before when they reached the tee, or replastered by the time they finished. The nonstop bacchanal that went on behind the scenes was less suitable for broadcast, but when the curtain between entertainer and audience dropped in that era, it stayed down. The few journalists lucky enough to be invited maintained a strict code of silence; they wouldn’t dream of telling tales out of school, and there were plenty. Comedy, tragedy, drama, liquor, and sex—the Clambake offered everything to its privileged participants except a good night’s sleep.


Some old-timers, even Bing himself in private, wistfully regretted that the tournament never recaptured the warmth and intimacy of the early prewar sessions, but every January hundreds of stars and titans of industry sweated out whether Bing’s handwritten invitation would show up in their mailbox. His annually revised list of 168 invitees became one of the most closely guarded secrets in Hollywood. Outrageous acts of supplication—one involving skywriting—were offered by big shots dying to get in. In the mid-1950s, in order to avoid these shows of unseemly desperation, Bing bought a house in a remote area of Baja Mexico and repaired there every year after Christmas to relax on his fishing boat, away from the telephones, and compose his list in peace.


At the Clambake Bing’s rule was absolute. All the amateurs’ homegrown handicaps were tossed to the curb; Bing assessed each man’s game and without discussion personally dispensed the strokes they were granted. Sandbaggers were persona non grata; run afoul of Bing’s old-school idea of fair play, and you’d earn banishment for life. His pairings were as carefully crafted as seating arrangements at a White House state dinner. Bing always took his pick of playing partners, but never rigged the game, only once coming within five shots of winning his own pro-am. By the mid-1950s, as Bing passed his own half-century mark, his game began to falter, while the responsibilities of running the show grew ever more pressing. He decided the time had come to step offstage, but not before he gave it one last shot as a participant. For his swan song in 1956, Bing decided to recruit as his partner the toughest competitor the game had produced in a quarter of a century. Four-time U.S. Open champion—the man now universally known as the Hawk—Ben Hogan. The defending champion from 1955’s Crosby Pro-Am that year was Ben’s old caddie-yard running mate, Byron Nelson. Now forty-four years old and nine years retired from the PGA Tour, living as a gentleman cattle rancher in Fort Worth, Lord Byron made the Clambake one of his only regular appearances on the pro circuit.


Byron’s amateur playing partner, and his closest friend, was that car dealer tycoon he’d met at the ’38 Clambake, Eddie Lowery. A member of the USGA’s Executive Committee, Lowery had a legitimate claim as one of the founding fathers of American golf. He had been present at its birth, as Francis Ouimet’s ten-year-old caddie at the 1913 U.S. Open, where Ouimet’s upset victory over the English greats Vardon and Ray put their sport on America’s front pages. The first American-born player to ever win a U.S. Open, Ouimet ushered in the era of the great gentlemen amateurs with his win, and lifted Eddie Lowery out of poverty and obscurity into an unlikely fame that would lead to tremendous worldly success. In love with the spotlight ever since—which seldom burned brighter than at the Clambake—the ferociously competitive Lowery had every intention of successfully defending his Pro-Am title with Byron in 1956. But as he drove down the coast to Monterey for that year’s Crosby, Eddie Lowery had no idea that he was about to bear witness to the last shining hour of the American gentleman amateur, and had already set into motion events that would lead to that player’s decline.















Coleman’s Cocktail Party





The rituals and revels of the Clambake began, as they did every year, on Monday night, January 9, 1956. VIPs rolled into Monterey that day from all over the map, and for the next seven days this hamlet by the sea transformed into the center of high society in North America. Moguls who didn’t own a mansion on the Peninsula rented palatial estates for the week, flew in their staffs, and stocked enough provisions to retake Normandy. Most of the PGA Tour players who came to play the tournament bunked at the old Pine Inn in Carmel or a hotel in Monterey called the Casa Munras. At dozens of parties up and down the Seventeen Mile Drive, on that Monday evening friendships and rivalries formed or rekindled in anticipation of the coming competition.


Bing Crosby always hosted a low-key affair at his own house just off the thirteenth green at Pebble Beach, but by 1956 the A-list event had become the annual cocktail party at George Coleman’s house. George Coleman was an American original from an Oklahoma mining clan. His father and uncle had taken part in the epic turn-of-the-century land claim, racing a team of horses into the newly opened territory to lay down stakes on a swatch of its northeast corner that held massive lead and zinc deposits. The yields from the five resulting mines were so rich that for a time the Colemans controlled the world market in both minerals. An only child, George grew up on the family’s vast prairie spread outside Miami, Oklahoma. When he took an interest in golf as a young boy, his father built him a nine-hole course on the property. While eighteen and still a freshman at the University of Oklahoma, George married a sixteen-year-old Oklahoma beauty, Elizabeth Fullerton. He took over the family concern at twenty-one after his father died, and diversified into banking, cattle ranching, and wildcat oil drilling. One of his earliest investments was a little company that turned into Pennzoil; Coleman’s Midas touch continued with nearly every bet he placed from that point forward. A lifelong friend described George as “a man who owned five percent of everything.”


As their fortune grew, the Colemans entertained lavishly at homes they owned in Colorado, Palm Beach, New York City, and Northern Italy, charter members of what soon came to be known as the “jet set.” George did the flying himself. An accomplished pilot since high school, during World War Two Coleman trained nearly five hundred navy pilots at the Spartan School of Aeronautics in Oklahoma. He was equally at home on the water, where he set world records as a competitive hydroplane pilot, anticipated the postwar boating craze, and invested early in Chris-Craft Industries. His love of baseball led to partial ownership of the Detroit Tigers. As part of the first generation to grow up playing golf after Ouimet’s popularizing victory, George won the Oklahoma State Amateur, qualified for the British Open, and maintained a reputation as an accomplished amateur, which led to a lasting friendship with Bing Crosby in the late 1930s, when George became one of the Clambake’s earliest competitors. His pairing in a 1942 pro-amateur resulted in an even closer friendship with Ben Hogan. Their relationship deepened as Hogan realized his greatness after the war, reeling off nine major championships in six years to emerge as the dominant player of his era.


Lean and good-looking, educated, socially gifted, and a phenomenal success in business, George Coleman represented for Ben Hogan something close to the model American man. The two men were not only contemporaries, they could have been twins separated at birth; born within two weeks of each other in 1912, in neighboring Southern states, at opposing ends of the class spectrum. A kid who had worked his way up from nothing, Hogan, as an adult, saw in Coleman the business tycoon he hoped to become when his golf career ended. Coleman in turn appreciated the lonely struggle Hogan had endured to reach the summit of his sport, reshaping himself as a sophisticated man of the world; he embodied Coleman’s ruling-class vision of the self-made, self-reliant American.


Although he had agreed to play in the 1956 Clambake as Bing Crosby’s partner, returning to the tournament for the first time in five years, Hogan would spend the week of the Crosby Pro-Am as the houseguest of George Coleman. After making an early, brief appearance at George’s place that Monday evening for drinks, Ben and his wife, Valerie, moved on to Bing’s house at about seven thirty for dinner.


At about the same time the Hogans left the Coleman party, Eddie Lowery and his partner and houseguest that week, Byron Nelson, arrived with their wives. If Ben Hogan and George Coleman had begun life as social opposites, they shared a stoic and reserved code of personal conduct. They were gentlemen in the classic Anglo-Saxon sense, and among the many things a gentleman did not do in polite company was talk about himself, brag about his accomplishments, or by any conspicuous display indicate how much money he was making. In a modern business world dominated by egomaniacal headline-grabbing CEOs, the strong silent type who’d conquered worlds but never bored you with the details might seem an antiquated male stereotype, but in mid-century America he was an admired ideal, seldom better personified than by these two singular men.


Eddie Lowery, another self-made multimillionaire who had risen from circumstances every bit as dire as Hogan’s, most certainly did not fit that profile.














Eddie





When his main chance, in the virtuous form of Francis Ouimet, first appeared to Eddie Lowery—a ten-year-old dirt-poor pugnacious Irish runt, who’d lost his father the year before in an industrial accident—he grabbed hold and rode him as if his life depended on it. Eddie’s instincts were faultless, and his contributions as a psychologist and cheerleader to Francis’s success cannot be underestimated. When his impossible long shot came home to win the 1913 U.S. Open Championship, and the gracious amateur Ouimet refused the crowd’s spontaneous generosity, his animated little caddie ended up with a hatful of cash: a fortune of 125 bucks. Eddie hung on to every one of them. From his newly elevated station, as he observed how this grown-up world around him operated, and turned the same precociously discerning eye on himself, Eddie decided he’d been blessed with only two marketable gifts—gab and hustle—and to say that he went on to make the best of both of them is a colossal understatement.


Although successful in the advertising business in Boston, by the mid-1930s Eddie had few ties left to bind him to his hometown—his first wife had died not long after their only son was born—and feeling confined by the city’s rigid social structure, he hungered for new horizons. Eddie decided that California’s gold-rush frontier mentality offered a wide-open playing field, so he traveled west, remarried, and bought into a car dealership in San Jose
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