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        “Nobody knows the game of golf and many of the quaint people who have inhabited it better than Bill Fields, and I’ve never read anyone who gets them down on paper better than he does. You’ll enjoy this book more than a string of birdies if you care anything at all about the sport.”

        —Dan Jenkins, author of Dead Solid Perfect and Jenkins at the Majors

        “Bill Fields’s field isn’t golf; it’s people. With a reporter’s instinct and a writer’s empathy, he specializes in stories only he can see. Don’t read him unless you’re ready to laugh and cry. Both.”

        —Tom Callahan, author of Johnny U

        “Bill Fields is the modern poet laureate of golf. . . . This is a book to dwell over and savor.”

        —James Dodson, author of American Triumvirate: Sam Snead, Byron Nelson, Ben Hogan and the Modern Age of Golf

        “Bill Fields is simply one of our finest living golf writers.”

        —Roland Merullo, author of Golfing with God and Passion for Golf

        “If Bill Fields is writing it, I want to read it. The clarity and quality of his golf prose is exceptional. It’s solid reporting—with flair.”

        —Curt Sampson, author of Hogan and The Lost Masters

        “Bill Fields’s writing on golf has always been firmly rooted in a deep understanding and appreciation of the game’s history. It’s what makes his work not only memorable but valuable.”

        —Al Barkow, author of Gettin’ to the Dance Floor: An Oral History of American Golf
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        Foreword

        It is with pleasure—and it’s an honor—to write a few words about Bill Fields and his talented prose. I have always loved golf history, for it is rich with people and places and the famous battlefields where many important events and milestones have occurred.

        Bill writes about a wide variety of that history in this collection of some of his best stories. One happens to be about amateur Francis Ouimet’s historic victory in the 1913 U.S. Open at The Country Club near Boston against British titans Harry Vardon and Ted Ray. It was The Country Club where I traveled in 1968 to compete in the U.S. Junior Amateur, an experience that heightened my interest in the sport’s past.

        There is a broad mix of subjects in this anthology. Bill’s portraits of Sam Snead, Byron Nelson, and Ben Hogan illuminate America’s great triumvirate born a century ago. His profiles of Jimmy Demaret, Billy Joe Patton, and Bert Yancey speak to the rich characters who have inhabited our game. He writes revealingly about the unique putting challenge at Augusta National Golf Club, where generations of champions have tried to solve those baffling greens.

        There are very few writers whose words reflect the research and love and sensitivity that Bill’s do. They can run the full gamut of heartbreak, pure elation, sadness, and joy, but, in the end, this is the maddening and life-giving game that we all enjoy. Bill’s stories have always provided the reader with rich detail, enveloped in a humanizing way that is distinctly his. In sum, to paraphrase the great Bob Jones, who said of golf, “It is the type of game that burns inwardly and sears the soul,” so it is with Bill’s considerable efforts.

        Ben Crenshaw

        Austin, Texas

        July 15, 2013

      

    
  
    
      
        Introduction

        When I was fourteen, I met a friendly, fast-talking writer-editor-photographer for Golf World magazine named Michael Dann, not long out of the University of Illinois. He was giving free golf lessons for the recreation department at a field not far from my house in Southern Pines, North Carolina, where the magazine was based for many years.

        Mike was a good golfer, and, as I would soon find out when we became friends, he had a great job. It seemed even better than being on press row at Atlantic Coast Conference basketball games, which to that juncture had been my career objective if the professional golfer thing didn’t pan out.

        He traveled the country—even the globe—covering golf tournaments and writing profiles about people in the game. As a teenager, I had no idea if I would ever be able to do something like that when I grew up, but it sure seemed like quite a career.

        “The writer on golf is a fortunate being,” the Guardian’s Pat Ward-Thomas, one of the finest twentieth-century British golf correspondents, said in 1966. I am lucky indeed, having had the opportunity to cover the game for three decades, much of that span for Golf World.

        Golf provides a deep menu of writing possibilities. Many of its venues are beautiful, its protagonists compelling, its challenges enduring, its competitions riveting, its mysteries fascinating. The late George Plimpton famously said the smaller the ball used in a sport, the better the literature produced about it. A golf ball has a diameter of only 1.68 inches. I’m not going to argue with him.

        From Bernard Darwin to Herbert Warren Wind, Peter Dobereiner to Dan Jenkins, Charles Price to Jaime Diaz, Al Barkow to Curt Sampson, golf has been blessed through the years with observers full of skill and perspective regardless of their individual writing styles. The game and those who appreciate it are better off because of their articles and books.

        The thirty stories in this volume (a new essay about Tiger Woods serves as the epilogue), published in Golf World between 1994 and 2011, are part of my effort to chronicle the game. Although I’ve spent many coffee-fueled Sunday all-nighters in hotel rooms writing tournament reports on deadline and done scores of 750-word columns for the magazine about issues, competitors, and events, the pieces here are mostly longer profiles and essays about golf people and places, articles a few thousand words in length. Postscripts after each story gave me a chance to update the subject or reflect on the writing process.

        There is a bias toward the historical. As William Shakespeare wrote, “What’s past is prologue.” It is also just plain interesting, or certainly is to me. I am not a golf historian, if such a designation is defined by an advanced degree, but I care a lot about how golf got to where it is today and enjoy studying the personalities who have appeared in and shaped its long arc.

        Every great golfer to have graced the game isn’t found in these pages—there isn’t room, and I haven’t written about each one of them—but many are, in stories in which I attempted to probe the best I could about what made them tick. Some of my favorite stories are the ones about people who aren’t household names, who didn’t win lots of majors, who had troubles, who made a difference behind the scenes, who were exceedingly real. The golf canvas, as I’ve viewed it, is a human canvas.

        Regardless of the subjects’ station in the sport, it was a privilege to be able to tell their stories. I hope you enjoy reading about them.

        Fairfield, Connecticut

        Sept. 1, 2013
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        1.

        Golf’s Gray Ghost

        Imagine the stories the father could have told the son. There would have been tales of ships, great golf matches, and an America vast and wide, but painful memories too, of the months in a sanitarium when tournament golf seemed as far away as the moon.

        They would have laughed about all those silly people in a Boston department store in 1900 who were spellbound as the father hit balls into a net, or the folks in charge at Ganton Golf Club who decided in 1903 to cut the father’s weekly pay as club professional from 35 to 25 shillings a week, no matter that he already had won three British Opens and would win a record six. They would have lamented all those strokes frittered away by a frail champion in a Toledo gale over the last few holes of the 1920 U.S. Open, and they might even have cried over a marriage that all the applause in the world could never cheer.

        He would have told the boy about home, a small island named Jersey in the English Channel, where he learned to strike lofted shots that floated politely down to earth. He would have tried to explain his father, who could be as chilly as a north wind, and his younger brother, Tom, who showed him the possibility of golf. He would have talked about great rivals J. H. Taylor, James Braid, and Ted Ray, and about a young American named Francis Ouimet. He would have shown him how to place his hands on a golf club—right pinkie overlapping left index finger—the way he described it in books, the way he demonstrated it to the world.

        He would have seen whether the boy had any of the waltz in his golf swing. The son, now seventy-four and good with balls and sticks like his father, can only imagine. Almost seventy years have passed since the friendly gray-haired man with the smile and the presents stopped coming around to see him lest anyone find out the nature of their relationship. He was grown, and his father was dead before he knew, before he finally found out why his Uncle Walter always pointed out so many articles, kept a scrapbook, and was so convinced Harry Vardon was the greatest golfer the world had ever known and so determined that a certain boy in Birmingham, England, know it.

        “I was frustrated and I still am,” says Vardon’s son, Peter Howell. “I thought my mum should have told me while he was still alive, but she couldn’t face up to it. In those days, it was hush-hush. I would have liked to have known him.”

        Even if someone has a love of hickory shafts and shaggy greens, there is a temptation to dismiss the golf played a hundred years ago as an off-key warm-up act for what is now available. It is recognizable, but you need to squint. Everything was so different—the swings, the equipment, the course conditions, the golfers—it’s like comparing Kitty Hawk to Chicago O’Hare. The United States Golf Association budgeted just $500 to run the 1900 U.S. Open, which was contested at Chicago Golf Club by sixty players who putted on grass that was as wiry as a stiff hair brush. Then as now, though, there were stars, and nobody was bigger than Harry Vardon.

        When he sailed to America in 1900, Vardon became golf’s first international star. From the moment he disembarked in New York that January, Vardon attracted attention, first from reporters who amazed him by filling up so many column inches based on his remarks. He came to America to promote Spalding’s “Vardon Flyer” golf ball, but he also pitched muscle balm, golf coats, and health tonics—the first golf pro to endorse products other than equipment.

        In Pinehurst, North Carolina, spectators peered intently at the marks his irons made as they brushed the grass after contacting the ball. In New York City the stock exchange closed so brokers could view his exhibition. In Maywood, Illinois, a course laid out two new holes so long—one of 715 yards and another of 962 yards—just so the mighty Vardon, who tapped twenty-five nails into the bottom of each brogan to ensure a solid base for his fluid, upright swing, could not reach the green in the regulation three shots. “His hands, arms, body and legs appear to work as a well-oiled machine,” the American Golfer said of Vardon’s technique, “and there is always present that element denoting complete coordination, ordinarily referred to in golf matters as rhythm.”

        Vardon set course records from Florida to Maine in 1900, recording drives of up to 275 yards with a one-piece gutta-percha ball that most good golfers were overjoyed to hit 175 yards. Despite the limitations of the ball, Vardon brought the soaring shot to golf, relying more on carry than any player before him. When he got himself in trouble, he usually found a way to get out. At one point in his career, Vardon added a couple of left-handed clubs to his bag to use if the situation demanded it, and as a southpaw he showed little loss of form. Ganton Golf Club, where he was the host pro from 1896 until 1903, had much gorse, and he often practiced a trick shot with a ball sitting atop one of the bushes. Using a niblick he would pop the ball well into the air and watch it land in the same spot.

        At 5 feet, 9½ inches tall and 165 pounds, Vardon was cut like an athlete, and his technique oozed effortless power a long time before such a thing was widely seen. Whether off the tee or from trouble, he was in control. “Nothing else but a picture swing,” is how the late (Wild) Bill Mehlhorn, who played with Vardon in 1921, summed him up. “He never looked like he rushed it, never looked like he ever hurried it, never looked like he ever tried to hit one hard. He had that one, smooth, slow tempo.” Mehlhorn likened Vardon’s fluidity to that of Julius Boros later on. In 1900 Golf magazine described Vardon’s swing this way: “It is wrist power that enables Vardon to lay into the ball at the final moment with such astonishing results; he always gets that indescribable final flick, that whip-like snap, which stands for the difference between good and really first-class driving.”

        Vardon’s velvet power rarely let him down in America. Playing about ninety matches—usually against the better ball of two talented amateurs from the host club—Vardon lost only thirteen times. Only Bernard Nicholls was able to beat Vardon in a singles match.

        There was at least one golf course in every state by 1900, but the game was in its American infancy. Golf was still largely a diversion for the wealthy, though Vardon’s travels planted the seeds of its subsequent popularity. In Cincinnati golfers caused friction when they took over part of a public park to enjoy the game.

        Persimmon was replacing dogwood and beech as the preferred material for wooden clubheads. Gutta-percha balls, which would fade out of golf in just a few years with the advent of the more lively rubber-cored Haskell design, were becoming scarce because the gum from Malaysia was being used for a flurry in the construction of transoceanic cable lines. No doubt the Haskell ball was hotter, but Vardon and some others knew how to launch a guttie. “There were some prodigious shots hit with the guttie,” says retired Royal and Ancient Golf Association historian Bobby Burnet. “There was Ted Blackwell, known in the cartoons as ‘Smackwell,’ who in 1894 drove off the tee at the [par-four] eighteenth hole of the Old Course and put it through the green and up against the clubhouse steps.”

        But the Old Course also allowed for some run, and the low-ball-hitting Taylor mastered it during the 1900 British Open, beating Vardon by eight strokes. Taylor followed Vardon back to America soon after, where he would challenge him for the American championship at Chicago. Jessie Vardon, Harry’s wife, stayed home.

        The Vardons lost a son when he was only six weeks old in 1892, less than a year after the Jersey couple was married. Jessie had a miscarriage in 1896. The sadness over the losses was compounded by Jessie’s disinclination to take part in Harry’s broadening world. Although Vardon was not an educated man, one who most likely would have spent his life as a gardener if not for golf, his travels schooled him. “When he was playing golf he was mixing with society people,” says Audrey Howell, Peter’s wife, whose perceptive 1991 biography, Harry Vardon: The Revealing Story of a Champion Golfer, describes the gulf that grew between the Vardons. “He came to have a different view of life and he was able to handle it, and I don’t think she could. He could handle the different world he found himself in. And she couldn’t cope with it and didn’t want to.”

        Back in the United States, the odds were long that anyone other than Vardon or Taylor would win the sixth U.S. Open, but there was no question that the design of Chicago Golf Club favored Vardon over his longtime rival. Many greens were guarded by deep-faced bunkers, nullifying Taylor’s bread-and-butter approach, a low shot that skidded quickly to a stop. Though Vardon whiffed a one-foot putt on the thirty-sixth hole of the first day when the stubborn grass stopped his putter head, he led Taylor by one stroke with thirty-six holes to go.

        The finale attracted the best of Chicago society, many of the women dressed in fine gowns that were fully detailed next to the description of the play in the Chicago Tribune. Vardon, whose caddie was Tom Bendelow, one of America’s first course architects, pulled ahead of Taylor by four strokes after the third round. He showed his virtuosity on the seventh hole of the final round. A mammoth drive caught a bunker 270 yards from the tee, designed to catch second shots, but he escaped coolly with a niblick and made a birdie 3. When Vardon completed the final round in 80 for a 313 total, two ahead of Taylor and nine clear of Chicago pro David Bell, a gallery rope was needed to control the crowd.

        “His victory was well earned,” said Taylor. “He played more consistent golf than I, and deserves his good fortune. He had the advantage of being more familiar with the course than I and had been in this country long enough to become thoroughly acclimated, but that was my misfortune and his good luck.”

        Vardon pocketed $200 for his victory. American reporters estimated that Spalding had paid him $20,000 for the whole tour, but it is likely that his actual fee was a quarter of that. Vardon, thirty years old when he sailed back home, joined his soccer team in Ganton when he returned, but he was tired. His tour had helped American golf grow up, but it had caused him to grow older. Vardon said that he covered 100,000 miles, which is probably a high estimate, but counting ships, trains, trolleys, cars, and on foot the total was still about 40,000 miles.

        “The hard work of the tour took its toll,” wrote British golf essayist Bernard Darwin, “and it is doubtful if he was ever so brilliant again.” Moreover, upon his return to Britain, Vardon realized more fully that his marriage to Jessie was not going to improve. “Vardon realized that there was nothing he could do or say that would bring them closer together,” Audrey Howell wrote, “and his answer was to immerse himself in his golf and his life outside the home.”

        Vardon’s fatigue turned into something worse in 1903. That he was able to win his fourth British Open title that summer remains one of golf’s grittiest efforts. Soon to be diagnosed with tuberculosis that would send him to Mundesley Sanitarium on the North Sea, Vardon had lost weight, was weak, and was coughing up blood. He nearly fainted several times in the final round and had to be assisted back to his hotel after the victory presentation.

        Taking in the fresh air, resting, and eating well, Vardon got better. As he told his fans in a letter to Golf Illustrated in the fall of 1903, “I am staying here for the winter after which they tell me I will be a new man and able to take to the game I love so well.” By the following February, Vardon was able to play golf at a course near the sanitarium. In his first round since becoming sick he made a hole-in-one (a feat he used to describe as a “perfect fluke”), the only one he would ever record.

        Vardon survived the tuberculosis. He slowed down some but didn’t alter his pace too much. “Most of his life had been spent in trains getting to golf courses and then getting on another train,” says Burnet. “After the TB, he shouldn’t have been dashing around like that, but he did.” Vardon believed the disease had drastic effects on his golf. He developed what is probably the worst case of putting yips ever to plague a world-class golfer. Without warning, his right hand would twitch as though it had been given an electrical shock.

        “His pathetic inability to bring the clubhead smoothly to the ball on a two-foot putt startled me,” said Henry Cotton. “The unbelievable jerking of the clubhead, in an effort to make contact with the ball from two feet or less from the hole, had to be seen to be believed.”

        But Vardon played on. He began to crouch more and more on the greens, resorting to a putter with only a twelve-inch shaft and hoping “the jumps” would make infrequent visits. He wasn’t the dominant golfer that he had been in the late 1890s—when it is believed that he won as many as fourteen tournaments in a row and often routed foes by wide margins—but somehow he continued to win. He claimed his fifth and sixth British Open titles in 1911 and 1914, and, while touring the United States for a second time in 1913, he and Ted Ray were beaten by Ouimet in a playoff at the U.S. Open.

        Vardon returned to the United States once more in 1920, and his last American tour, this one at age fifty, included one more appearance in the U.S. Open at the Inverness Club in Toledo, Ohio. Vardon built a four-stroke lead with only seven holes to play, but as suddenly as the strong winds whipped off Lake Erie, he was exposed as an aging champion.

        After a bogey on the long twelfth hole, he bungled a two-foot par putt on No. 13. Vardon three-putted the next three holes. He still might have pulled out an unlikely victory, but he found a water hazard on the seventeenth hole and double-bogeyed. His old friend from Jersey, Ted Ray, shot a 75 and finished at 295. Vardon, with a final-nine 42, had a 78 and tied with three others for second place. “I was tired,” Vardon said. “My strength left me on the 12th hole.”

        Inverness was the first U.S. Open for Bobby Jones and Gene Sarazen. The world Vardon orbited for so long soon would be theirs, although he would continue to try to qualify for the British Open until he was in his early sixties. Vardon never took a lesson himself, but when his skills waned he took to teaching. “He bore the deprivation with philosophy and sweet temper,” Darwin wrote, “enjoying teaching when he could not play and always anxious to watch the younger players.”

        In fact Vardon couldn’t let go of his place in golf any more than he could leave Jessie. Both of those truths figured when in 1920 Vardon began a relationship with a young dancer named Tilly Howell, who also worked as a hotel housekeeper. Vardon could talk golf to Tilly, and she would listen. The affair was kept under wraps, but it continued despite the tensions of the arrangement. In 1925 Howell became pregnant, and on January 23, 1926, Peter Howell was born when Vardon was fifty-five years old.

        Vardon visited his son dozens of times, but when Peter got old enough to ask questions, Tilly asked Vardon to stay away for fear of embarrassment and potential for scandal. As for Vardon, “he hid the truth from Jessie and if she had guessed at events, she decided to remain silent,” Audrey Howell wrote. Peter didn’t find out the truth until several years after Vardon’s death from lung cancer in 1937, when he was sixty-six. The world didn’t know until Audrey’s book came out.

        “My mother spent most of her life trying to keep it quiet because that’s what people did in those days,” says Peter. “I would like to have thought that I could have talked to him as a young man without letting the cat out of the bag if someone had given me the chance. But it was an awkward situation. My father had a wife, of course, and he loved her as well.”

        Tilly Howell slipped unnoticed into a back pew at Vardon’s funeral, an anonymous mourner in the large crowd of British golf dignitaries who came to honor Vardon. She heard J. H. Taylor, Vardon’s toughest rival and old friend, deliver a eulogy. “His style was so apparently simple,” Taylor said that day, “that it was apt to mislead. He got his effects with that delightful, effortless ease that was tantalizing.”

        Peter Howell lived most of his life with more questions than answers until the late 1980s, when he joined his wife while she researched Vardon for her book. On their journey they confirmed Vardon’s greatness as a golfer and pinned down many details of his life off the course. His golf, they discovered, may not have been as effortless as it looked.

        “It was sort of a personal sadness, really,” says Audrey. “He was a man at the top of his profession, yet he had all this heartache in the background. J. H. Taylor had several children, and when [Taylor and Vardon] were playing together and he would have been talking about his family, who knows what Vardon might have been thinking?”

        Peter Howell is retired after a lifetime running a frozen foods business. He plays a little golf but spends most of his time playing croquet. He is very good. More important, he knows why.

        June 9, 2000

        
          Some years after I wrote this profile, I played in the National Hickory Championship, a tournament in which players use hickory-shafted clubs and replica golf balls from the late nineteenth century. I can only say it was a revelation of how talented Vardon and his contemporaries must have been. I’ve covered a couple of tournaments at the Inverness Club, and it always causes me to think what it must have been like for the aging Vardon trying to hang on to win the 1920 U.S. Open. Few golfers have truly shaped the sport; Vardon is one of them. Although Tom Watson, with his remarkable run in 2009, came so very close to tying him, Vardon remains the only man to win the British Open six times. This year, 2014, is the centennial of Vardon’s sixth triumph, an occasion that no doubt will allow a new generation of fans to find out a bit about this important golf figure.

        

      

    
  
    
      
        2.

        He Came, He Won, He Died

        He left Scotland in winter and got to America in spring. If Willie Anderson, a budding young man of sixteen, had been looking for a harbinger, there was that, the promise of a fresh season. But as he alighted in New York on March 23, 1896, in what was the snowiest month the city has ever seen, he must have been hoping, more simply, that he hadn’t used up all his luck.

        The journey was grim, with passengers from first class to steerage perishing during the two-week Atlantic crossing, their deaths reduced to a cold, numbered code on the ship’s manifest. Fully twenty-one of the ninety-seven persons aboard the SS Pomeranian died en route; at that time, if smallpox didn’t kill you, yellow fever or a rusty nail could. So if Anderson arrived in his strange, new land burdened by more than the weight of the three bags in his possession, no one could blame him.

        Europeans were pouring into the United States by the tens of thousands that year, men and women sailing with bold dreams for a new world: 68,060 Italians, 45,137 Russians, 39,908 Irish. Of the 3,468 Scots, among the merchants and farmers and bookkeepers was William Law Anderson, “golf club maker,” who began his second-class passage in Glasgow. This dark-haired lad, strong as a boxer and quiet as the fog, was on a “protracted sojourn,” as the customs form put it, to a place whose people knew less about golf than Anderson did about them.

        They would become forever linked, Anderson and America. His new country would become his home, his stage, and, much too soon, his resting place. On the 100th anniversary of the 1905 U.S. Open, Anderson’s third consecutive and fourth overall national championship—to go with four Western Opens, then every bit a major—he is as close as golf has to a ghost.

        At the cemetery in Philadelphia where he is buried, his illustrated marker is less attraction than directional aid—“Turn left at the golfer”—for people trying to find someone else’s grave. Anderson’s is a history traced in scant photos, the spidery hand of census records, and brief news accounts. There are 104 enshrinees at the World Golf Hall of Fame in St. Augustine, Florida, not far from where Anderson taught the swells for a half-dozen winters, and officials obtained signatures of 102 of them to reproduce in granite obelisks. Anderson and Young Tom Morris, who died in 1875, had the only signatures that couldn’t be located, so their names were inscribed in block letters.

        “They don’t know me, they don’t know me,” Anderson said once, in an eerily prescient complaint to a friend.

        “I hope you can improve the image of Willie Anderson,” Scottish golf historian and collector Archie Baird told me, “but I think you’re swimming against the tide.”

        It turns out, though, that the one detail many people believe they know about Anderson—that a life of heavy drinking essentially caused his death at age thirty-one—might not be so.

        Anderson hailed from North Berwick, in East Lothian, Scotland, on the south shore of the Firth of Forth. It was a fishing town that, by the time he was born on October 21, 1879, one of Tom and Jessie Law Anderson’s five children, was also popular for golf holidays. The West links, for which Tom Anderson left a job as a train engineer to become greenkeeper in the 1880s, was a short and quirky layout. Its par-three fifteenth hole with a perched green, “Redan,” would become one of the world’s most emulated designs.

        Young Willie seems to have developed his golf talent as if by magic, the way a photographic print assumes a life in the developing tray. Unlike Fred McLeod—three years his junior, whose family lived in the same modest apartment building as the Andersons and who would also immigrate to America and claim the 1908 U.S. Open—Anderson left no golf tracks around North Berwick, where he is presumed to have caddied, or in nearby Gullane, where he apprenticed as a club maker from his early teens.

        Exactly what brought Anderson to the United States in the first place also is murky, though the sporting-goods entrepreneur Frank Slazenger, trying to stock America’s new avocation with people who knew the game, is believed to have paid for his passage. There was another Scottish golfer on the Pomeranian, twenty-three-year-old Thomas Warrender, whose U.S. Open record, unlike Anderson’s, was brief and undistinguished: he shot 97-93 in 1896, and his name was never seen again in the Open agate.

        Anderson, attached to the Misquamicut Club in Rhode Island, nearly won the 1897 U.S. Open at Chicago Golf Club when he was only seventeen, placing second by one stroke to fast-finishing Joe Lloyd in the thirty-six-hole event. Skillful with every one of the eight clubs he carried, especially a mashie he had doctored with lead solder into something akin to a hybrid club of today, Anderson had a graceful full and flat swing and hit the ball very straight. He was a reserved individual who said little during competition.

        But en route to his first U.S. Open title in 1901 at Myopia Hunt Club north of Boston, he erupted in fury when told the pros, whose place on the pecking order wasn’t much higher than a servant, were going to have to eat lunch in the kitchen. “Na, na, we’re no goin’ t’ eat in the kitchen!” he said, taking a divot in front of the club. A compromise was reached: the pros dined under a quickly pitched canopy, perhaps golf’s first hospitality tent.

        Anderson’s first national championship was gained with a gutta-percha ball, the next three—at Baltusrol, Glen View Club, and another at Myopia—with a rubber-core model. (He is the only man to win the U.S. Open with both styles.) He is a bit of a gypsy his first few years in the United States, holding club jobs in Westerly, Rhode Island; Springfield, New Jersey; Oconomowoc, Wisconsin; Pittsfield, Massachusetts; and Montclair, New Jersey. At Oconomowoc in 1900, he boarded with a German hotelier and his Austrian wife; at the Country Club of Pittsfield, in 1901, he gave lessons for 75 cents an hour and grudgingly was given the golf ball concession. After a trip to Scotland in the winter of 1903, he settled at Apawamis Club in Rye, New York, for three seasons, then spent another three at Onwentsia Club in Lake Forest, Illinois.

        It didn’t matter where Anderson was based: in fourteen U.S. Opens he had four wins and seven other top-fives. At the 1902 Western Open, which was as important in golf then as the Masters is now, Anderson shot a record 299 for seventy-two holes. “A splendid exposition of two days’ golf,” waxed writer Herbert Tweedie, “to be remembered, to be thought of, to be conjured over, and finally to be put on the record shelf.”

        Golf being a minor sport in those days, Anderson’s feats didn’t always draw ink. When he won his fourth Open, his local newspaper in Port Chester, New York, adjacent to Rye, didn’t even mention his triumph. There were other headlines: “Man, Eating, Finds Pearl; One of the Most Perfect Possible; Will Stand Him in $350.” For his fantastic U.S. Open record, Anderson won the grand sum of $1,305 in prize money.

        In 1910 Anderson left his winter post in northern Florida and headed to Philadelphia, where he took the pro’s position at the Philadelphia Cricket Club, venue for the U.S. Open in June. Philly was consumed with Connie Mack’s Athletics baseball team that summer, but those who noticed assumed Anderson’s background and local knowledge made him the man to beat. They forgot, perhaps, that he had followed a similar strategy in 1906, but all his familiarity with the Onwentsia Club got him was fifth place, twelve strokes behind Alex Smith in his run at a fourth consecutive victory.

        This time Anderson again wasn’t on the top of his game, and at the end of seventy-two holes he was five strokes behind Alex Smith, Johnny McDermott, and Macdonald Smith (Alex Smith won the playoff). Willie wasn’t even low Anderson. His brother, Tom, nipped him by a shot, and earned $40 for his tie for eighth. “Much to the surprise of the golfing public,” reported the Philadelphia Inquirer, “Willie Anderson . . . did not even qualify in the money on his own course yesterday. [He] finished at 303, just out of the money, to his great disgust.”

        There was one victory that week about which Anderson must have been proud. The pros, for the first time at a U.S. Open, were allowed in the clubhouse to eat and change their shoes. But progress in how pros were treated was slow, the dismissive attitudes toward them evident in their meager salaries and the few tournament opportunities. “These were called opens, with a lower-case o,” Al Barkow wrote in Golf’s Golden Grind, “a conceit by which these professional-dominated events were put in the perspective of their time.”

        At different junctures Anderson designed clubs for Worthington Manufacturing and endorsed the “near indestructible” Champion ball, but unlike British stars such as Willie Park Jr., who got into course architecture after coming to America, he didn’t design any courses. Exhibitions were still where Anderson made most of his money. As his thirty-first birthday approached that fall, Anderson traveled to the Pittsburgh area for three thirty-six-hole matches with other leading pros and amateurs. There was a match on October 19, a second on his birthday, October 21, and a third on Sunday, October 23.

        Anderson said he was tired, and he had been having bad headaches. He was due to report on November 4 for another season in St. Augustine, but he wasn’t going to make it back to the fountain of youth this time. He returned Monday to his home in Philadelphia. By noon the next day, the man who had walked thirty miles while playing 108 holes of golf over five days was gone. The American Golfer, taking note of his schedule in his final days, reported that Anderson “may be said to have died in harness.”

        It was October 25, the same date on which, eighty-nine years later, the life of another multiple U.S. Open champion who could make golf look so easy, Payne Stewart, would end without an autumn.

        “Death was caused by a disease of the arteries,” the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin wrote on its front page on October 26. “Although he had been ill for some time, his illness did not become serious until Sunday.” The Philadelphia Record reported, “Death was caused by a hardening of the arteries.”

        For nearly a century it has been written that Anderson died of arteriosclerosis—hardening of the arteries, as it was called then. Even in those perilous times, thirty-one was awfully young to succumb to that affliction. “And so the suspicion exists that it might have been from something less socially acceptable, one theory having been that it was acute alcoholism,” golf historian Charles Price wrote in 1980.

        Golf professionals of Anderson’s era generally were fond of alcohol—famously, Fred Herd had to offer a deposit to assume possession of the 1898 U.S. Open trophy because the USGA worried he might hock it to buy drinks—but the rap against Anderson might have been, at the very least, exaggerated. Indeed most modern descriptions of Anderson’s personality (dour) and lifestyle (boozy) seem to emanate solely from one man quoted in one place, a December 1929 profile of him in The American Golfer.

        “Well, there was this about Willie,” said a pro named Tom Mercer, who had been a close friend. “If he didn’t like a person, he couldn’t pretend that he did. He was not what you would call a glad-hander. Yet he went the route with the rest, and probably his convivial habits had much to do with undermining his health and hastened his end.”

        There is no way of knowing exactly how much Anderson liked a wee dram or the rot-gut liquor favored then by the servant class, but perhaps he didn’t drink himself to death. An obituary in the Philadelphia Public Ledger headlined “Golfer Anderson Dead: Phila. Cricket Club Professional Victim of Abscess on Brain” explained, “Although the cause of his death is not certain, it was probably caused by an abscess on the brain, as he had been suffering intensely for the past six weeks with pains in the head.”

        Could a brain tumor have killed him? More compelling than the Ledger’s obit is a salmon-colored, three-by-five-inch “death card” residing in the Philadelphia City Archives. Scores of Andersons passed away in 1910; among the causes of death listed were apoplexy, dementia, gastritis, abdominal hemorrhage, Potts Disease, hardening of the arteries and cirrhosis of the liver. The official cause of death for thirty-one-year-old William L. Anderson wasn’t hardening of the arteries, as has long been reported. It was epilepsy.

        Pennsylvania had been having a hot spell when Anderson passed, but by the funeral at his home on the morning of October 28, the weather had turned cool and breezy, a good day for golf in the old country. Tom Sr. took care of the arrangements at Ivy Hill Cemetery. He would join his son there three years later, at age fifty-nine, after thirteen years as pro at Montclair Golf Club in New Jersey, followed in 1915 by Tom Jr., who was killed in a car accident when he was twenty-nine. Tom Jr. wasn’t nearly the golfer Willie was, but he made up for that with a sartorial splendor of such magnitude that at the 1912 U.S. Open, Walter Hagen was so taken with Anderson’s flair he spruced up his own attire.

        The Anderson men were buried next to each other, Willie on one side and the Toms—junior on top—on the other. Between them is a substantial monument for Willie erected by the Eastern Professional Golfers Association that carries a likeness of a golfer in his follow-through. He is wearing a golf coat, something Anderson, whose distinguishing fashion was a cap pulled low to hide his large ears, rarely did on the course.

        Willie was said to have been married and the father of a little girl. They aren’t named in the news accounts or in the death notices, where it was customary for immediate survivors—such as “beloved wife of John” or “devoted husband of Jane”—to be mentioned. Could they have been estranged, or was it merely Scottish reticence? Why didn’t Mrs. Anderson end up next to her husband at Ivy Hill? In the 1911 Philadelphia directory, there are a dozen or so “widows of Wm Anderson.” Was she Anna or Bessie, Rebecca or Harriett? Or one of the five Marys?

        By 1940, when the PGA Hall of Fame was formed, it couldn’t locate any survivors and gave his plaque to the Onwentsia Club, whose grillroom also is the home of a wonderful photo, circa 1909, of Anderson with six members having drinks at a patio table. When Anderson was inducted in 1975 into the World Golf Hall of Fame, then located in Pinehurst, North Carolina, Gene Sarazen, a former Apawamis caddie, accepted for him. That was the last time most anyone thought anything of Anderson until 1990, when Curtis Strange made an unsuccessful bid to equal Anderson’s U.S. Open trifecta.

        “He undoubtedly never thought golf would ever come to this,” said Strange at the time, “but I think he is kind of looking down from wherever he is and really enjoying all this.”

        Of the four-time U.S. Open champions (Anderson, Bobby Jones, Ben Hogan, Jack Nicklaus), the Scot, because of the antiquity of his time, a disregard for the quality of his competition, and disgust with his off-course behavior, is a poor cousin. Even in his hometown. “He’s completely forgotten,” says Douglas Seaton, a fifty-seven-year-old North Berwick resident and part-time historian. “The generation before me completely shunned him. Anybody born in the 1920s or ’30s was not interested in him because of the drink, which is a damn shame because everybody of that period—the caddies, the pros—was drinking. They were never far away from drink. But there’s not even a plaque on the wall, not a thing on the wall.”

        A month after Anderson’s death, the Rye Chronicle reported on plans for a fundraiser for Anderson’s wife, a Rye native who met her husband while he was the pro there. The program was going to feature “a series of moving pictures of the late Mr. Anderson in competitive action. The pictures have been shown in the west, and are expected to create the same wealth of interest here as there.”

        If only the benefit for the Widow Anderson could have shown a scene from California 1899. Touring with 1895 U.S. Open champion Horace Rawlins, playing the kind of exhibitions he would be engaged in at death’s door a decade later, Anderson kept beating Rawlins, but the older man still believed he had more game. Rawlins’s self-confidence persisted, as Golf Illustrated reported, until the day when a stranger with a pocket full of walking-around money set a golf ball atop a beer bottle on a hotel lawn and offered Anderson $50 if he “could knock the ball off without a foozle.”

        Anderson would make his reputation by playing better than anyone when everything was on the line, so this bet was like panning in a stream rich with gold. “The trick was something Anderson had never tried before,” the magazine wrote. “Taking a full swing, Anderson, on each trial, would send the ball flying from the bottle top for fully 200 yards. Not once did he touch the bottle.”
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          Discovering through my research what happened to Willie Anderson in his last days, and debunking the popular notion that he might have drunk himself to death, was very satisfying because many myths get transported through the years, in golf and other sports. The fact that two champions, Anderson and Payne Stewart, each died tragically young on the same date, October 25, is beyond eerie. Through the 2013 season, no one has been more successful in the U.S. Open than the championship’s first four-time winner—and only Bobby Jones, Ben Hogan, and Jack Nicklaus have as many titles.

        

      

    
  
    
      
        3.

        The Trials of a Trailblazer

        For a few weeks in the summer of 1925, in several tournaments around his native Philadelphia, an old name resurfaced in the golf scores. He was only thirty-three, but more than a decade had passed since he had left the sport. Not many people remembered what he had achieved, and fewer still knew what had become of him. Yet from out of somewhere, pulling up the caboose end of fields that he once would have ruled—the Philadelphia Open, Shawnee Open, Pennsylvania Open—there he was.

        He had been the best golfer in the United States—eager to practice hard and even more keen to beat you—who fought for the honor of American golf as if he were trying to conquer Bunker Hill instead of a few bunkers. He was a magician with the mashie. Jack Burke Sr. told columnist Red Smith a story about the man’s legendary accuracy with his irons, how he could hit a few dozen balls and gather them simply by folding up the newspaper he had used as a target.

        “Which newspaper?” Smith wondered.

        “Oh, any tabloid would do,” Burke said.

        Now his behavior, not his shotmaking, was out of the ordinary. He was sullen one minute, laughing oddly the next. He was yesterday’s news, a listing in tiny type.

        
          J. J. McDermott, unattached

        

        Until John J. McDermott, a tough and talented man from working-class Philly, came along, the U.S. Open was ruled by the British as though it was some distant colony. Immigrant or visiting golfers from Great Britain claimed the first sixteen U.S. Opens, but McDermott changed America’s luck. After losing a playoff in 1910 when he was only eighteen, McDermott, at nineteen years and ten months, won the 1911 U.S. Open at Chicago Golf Club. He successfully defended his title in 1912 at the Country Club of Buffalo, becoming the first golfer to finish the championship under par.

        Golf was just being unwrapped in America, and McDermott held the ribbon in his hands. He was winning $1,000 challenge matches when a house in his neighborhood rented for $20 a month. Companies paid him to endorse their products, a first for an American-born golfer. Resort guests ponied up $100 for the privilege of playing with him. At a time when most American clubs still preferred that Brits hold forth, McDermott had a coveted job at Atlantic City Country Club.

        Then, a little more than two years after McDermott won his second consecutive U.S. Open on December 5, 1914, there was news from the Jersey shore: “McDermott retires from seashore job. Noted golfer leaves Atlantic City Country Club—sticks are sent home. Friends say McDermott will quit the game for a while.”

        McDermott was born on August 12, 1891, the son of a mailman who settled his young family in West Philadelphia, a streetcar suburb so packed with Irish immigrants—the population more than doubled from 1900 to 1920—your neighbors could hear you dream. Amid the bustle, McDermott discovered golf at the old Aronimink Golf Club, then located near his grandfather’s farm not too far from where McDermott lived with his father, John Sr.; mother, Margaret; and sisters, Alice and Gertrude, at the orderly address of 1234 South 50th Street. A caddie by age nine, he was befriended by Aronimink pro Walter Reynolds, but McDermott loved the loneliness of golf.

        “There was an apple orchard along the seventh fairway,” remembered Morrie Talman, a fellow caddie and one of McDermott’s few friends, “and Jack had laid out a practice area with three or four tin cans for cups. All our free time, we were there. But if any other caddie came in the orchard, Jack would just walk away.”

        McDermott dropped out of high school after his sophomore year to pursue golf against the wishes of his father, who wanted him to study a trade. With Reynolds’s help he learned how to make clubs and give lessons, but he was drawn to playing the game and absorbed in its challenges. “Golf was McDermott’s life,” James Finegan writes in A Centennial Tribute to Golf in Philadelphia. “He rarely drank, and though an excellent ‘buck and wing’ dancer, he seldom dated. There is sketchy evidence that he was once engaged to a girl in Boston, but nothing came of it and he never married.”

        After a short stay at Merion, McDermott held jobs at Camden County Country Club and Merchantville Country Club in New Jersey. He later applied for the pro’s position at Philadelphia Cricket Club, site of the 1910 U.S. Open, but the job went to Scot Willie Anderson, the four-time U.S. Open champion who wanted the position so he could learn the course. (The tactic didn’t work; Anderson finished eleventh and soon was dead at age thirty-one.) In 1909, when he was just seventeen, McDermott finished fourth in the Philadelphia Open and the next year beat Anderson by one stroke to win the title.

        McDermott stood five-foot-eight and weighed 130 pounds, but he had the hands—broad, with long, strong fingers—of a larger man. His clubs had oversized handles, and he utilized an unusual grip in which the pinkie and ring fingers of his right hand overlapped his left so that only eight fingers touched the club. He played the ball back of center, cocked his wrists early, and used his big muscles more than the Brits. His face contorted at impact, his mouth agape, as if trying to marshal energy into the hit. “Every time he made a full swing at the ball, he would give a little ‘Ah-eeh,’” says Jerry Pisano, a Pennsylvania pro who played regularly with McDermott many years later. “I never forgot that. Almost like one of those karate-chop things.”

        McDermott’s right side chased down the line after impact in a move that was ahead of its time, a tendency that may have contributed to his pinpoint control. “I have never seen a man who, when called upon to hit a ball a given number of yards, could do so with such damned irritating consistency,” said Ted Ray, the 1912 British Open champion who witnessed the full fury of McDermott’s skill when he and fellow Englishman Harry Vardon were routed by the young American at the Shawnee Open in the summer of 1913. Still, like all golfers of the day, McDermott was a handsy player. “Like a man flicking a fly from a horse’s back,” A. W. Tillinghast wrote in 1911. “McDermott used his wrists. He is the best exponent of the value of the wrist in America today, and this, coupled with his supreme confidence, is the secret of his astonishing play.”

        Just how brash was McDermott? After losing the 1910 U.S. Open playoff by four strokes to Alex Smith, according to John Kiernan of the New York Times, McDermott wasn’t in the mood to be consoled.

        “Hard luck, kid,” Smith told the young challenger.

        “I’ll get you next year, you big tramp,” McDermott responded.

        McDermott kept his promise, although he put himself in a hole with a first-round 81 the following June. He rallied quickly with a 72 in the afternoon. The final thirty-six holes the next day were contested in a driving rain. At the end of seventy-two holes, McDermott was tied with George Simpson and another homebred hopeful, Mike Brady, at 307. McDermott’s quest for a quick buck (a $300 bonus offered by the maker of the Colonel ball brand) nearly was disastrous. He switched from his usual Rawlings Black Circle model on the first hole of the playoff and immediately hit two shots out of bounds. But he recovered to shoot 80, beating Brady by two shots and Simpson by five.

        In the Philadelphia Inquirer, McDermott’s historic victory—“This is the first time a native-born golfer has won the honor”—shared space with longer stories about Connie Mack’s Athletics baseball team and Charles Durburrow’s eight-mile swim “from Million Dollar Pier to Ocean City in rough sea.” McDermott’s age was incorrectly reported as twenty-one.

        The following year, still not yet twenty-one, McDermott repeated his success by beating 128 golfers in Buffalo—the first time the Open field topped one hundred—with a 294 total, two better than Tom McNamara. The key blow was a five-iron on the 155-yard sixteenth hole to ten feet, which allowed him to play the final two holes with a two-shot cushion.

        McDermott’s U.S. Open defense made up for a dreadful attempt in the 1912 British Open. Able to travel across the Atlantic thanks to donations from an admiring public, McDermott crowed that he was going to make history abroad as well. Exhibitions got him acclimated to links golf, and he felt comfortable enough to play, as he did at home, without a jacket, but you couldn’t have guessed it from his qualifying round at Muirfield. His reliable draw turned into an uncontrollable hook in the heavy wind. He didn’t break 90 and failed to make the field.

        McDermott returned to the British Open and finished fifth in 1913, then the best showing by an American. A couple of months later, Vardon and Ray were on McDermott’s home turf for a series of exhibitions. Because they were getting $150 a man per exhibition, some Americans thought they were being “held up” by the famous Brits, but they customarily received $500 each on their native soil. At the Shawnee Open in Shawnee-on-Delaware, Pennsylvania, a tune-up for the U.S. Open that September, the duo might have wished they were home: McDermott beat Alex Smith by eight strokes, Vardon by thirteen, Ray by fourteen.

        But it was the aftermath that made real news as the papers reported the words of an arrogant winner. “We hope our foreign visitors had a good time,” McDermott said, “but we don’t think they did, and we are sure they won’t win the National Open.” Some accounts were more incendiary: “The Open champion, with a sneering twirl of his mouth, jumped on a chair and said the visiting English golfers may as well go back home, as their quest of the American championship honors will get them nowhere in particular.” McDermott, whom the New York Times noted was “worried greatly over the affair and has almost broken down under the strain,” claimed he was misquoted, his words taken out of a joking context.

        United States Golf Association officials, miffed by McDermott’s arrogance, threatened to reject his U.S. Open entry but relented. McDermott placed eighth at The Country Club, as Massachusetts amateur Francis Ouimet defeated Vardon and Ray in an epic underdog achievement that quickly displaced McDermott’s Open history to a distant shelf in the eyes of many—even though McDermott had offered encouragement to the twenty-year-old caddie. “Just play your own game,” the one American told the other. “Pay no attention to Vardon and Ray.”

        McDermott had worries other than his place on golf’s throne. Stock investments had gone badly, erasing the financial gains that accompanied his national titles. In 1914 he sailed to Britain for another shot at the British but missed a ferry and a train that would have gotten him to Prestwick in time for qualifying. Officials offered to bend the rules for him, but he declined, saying it would be unfair to the other competitors.

        Then, just as his return voyage back to America on the swift Kaiser Wilhelm ii was beginning, the ship was struck by a grain carrier in the foggy English Channel. Although the ship suffered a large gash, it made it safely back to England. Some passengers, including McDermott, who was in the ship’s barber shop when the collision occurred, were put in lifeboats. Physically McDermott was okay, but his mind was fragile. “Everything had hit within a year,” his sister Gertrude explained. “First the stock failure, then the awful results of the Shawnee tournament, then the Open and finally that wreck.”

        “Johnny entered the 1914 U.S. Open,” Finegan writes, “but the indomitable—some would say abrasive—self-confidence that had always marked his demeanor was nowhere in evidence.” McDermott finished in a desultory tie for ninth at Midlothian Country Club near Chicago. In mid-October, his mind cracking, he collapsed at the pro shop in Atlantic City. On Halloween his parents came to bring him home, but soon he was taken to two mental hospitals in Massachusetts and another one in Philadelphia. On June 23, 1916, less than two months from his twenty-fifth birthday, McDermott’s mother committed him to the State Hospital for the Insane in Norristown, Pennsylvania. She was ordered to pay $1.75 a week “for support of said lunatic in said Hospital, until further notice.”

        The Norristown hospital opened in 1880, with a series of buildings, some ivy-covered, connected by ground-level tunnels spread over a thousand acres. “Norristown was considered a good state hospital and compared to other state hospitals had a fairly good reputation, but they were all grossly overcrowded at the time,” says Dr. E. Fuller Torrey, a research psychiatrist who has authored twenty books on mental illness. “It would generally be pretty chaotic.” By the end of McDermott’s first year at Norristown, there were nearly three thousand patients in the wards.

        “There were some states, Georgia and others, where he would have been worse off,” says medical historian Gerald Grob, author of Mental Illness and American Society: 1875–1940. “The Pennsylvania hospitals were by no means snakepits.” There were diversions. Patients got to play baseball on Wednesdays, and Vitagraph movies were shown weekly. Ice cream was served every two weeks in the summer, and Easter eggs were given on Easter. The Red Cross provided Christmas packages for “soldier patients,” and cigars were available thanks to a donation of ten thousand annually by a Philly businessman.

        McDermott, according to Finegan, was one of the calmer patients: “[He] was labeled in the hospital reports variously as paranoid, delusional, catatonic, hallucinatory, incoherent, apathetic, silent, retarded, passive, preoccupied, seclusive. He made no contact with staff or patients. Indeed he rarely spoke. He spent endless hours scribbling unintelligibly in notebooks, claiming he was writing his mother’s and father’s names.”

        Mental institutions, when McDermott was stricken and for decades thereafter, were basically holding cells. Restraints and sedatives were used to subdue the aggressive and violent, and some patients were wrapped tightly in a sheet, which was then drenched with water so that it would shrink and bind the person even tighter. “They thought water calmed people down,” Torrey explains, but it is hard to fathom why McDermott received hydrotherapy after his trauma in the shipwreck.

        The Norristown facility housed people from all walks of life, including actors, brass founders, dyers, hucksters, nuns, soldiers, and watchmen. In 1922 its professional golfer got a makeshift, six-hole course measuring 1,232 yards. Following a fundraising exhibition for McDermott in Philadelphia, Walter Hagen came to the hospital and played golf with him. McDermott told Hagen, “I don’t think I ever saw a more beautiful view than from here. Tell the boys I’m getting along just fine.”

        In 1925 McDermott emerged to play his final competitive rounds. He broke 80 one round in the Philadelphia Open but finished last. At Shawnee he shot 342 for seventy-two holes, next to last and fifty-nine strokes behind winner Willie Macfarlane, the reigning U.S. Open champ. Bud Lewis, a longtime Philadelphia area club pro who was fifteen at the time, was in attendance at Merion in late July when McDermott shot 329 and beat six players. “Holed one putt on the twelfth green, about thirty feet,” recalls Lewis, “and he just laughed all the way to the next tee.”

        Although his final-round 87 was his last competitive score, McDermott continued to play. Lewis became a playing partner in the late 1930s. “I’d pick him up at Norristown,” Lewis says. “He’d have his golf shoes on. He’d come down ready-made, wearing a suit and tie. We’d play, then I’d take him back. He would shoot in the 80s. He had big grips, still the biggest I’ve ever seen.” Lewis’s conversations with McDermott were short and sometimes frustrating. “If you talked about anything serious, his eyes would water up. He kind of stuttered. He knew what was going on, but he couldn’t say it. He couldn’t really talk.” But when Lewis brought up the U.S. Open victories, he thought it registered with the champ. “When you mentioned it, he’d give you the smile and the laugh.”

        On late Sunday afternoons that were fit for golf in the summers of 1956 and ’57, Jerry Pisano, then a young assistant pro at Overbrook Golf Club in Philadelphia, would wait for Gertrude and Alice to drop off their brother at the club. It was part of Pisano’s job to play nine holes with McDermott, who would arrive in shirt and tie, his sleeves rolled up not quite to the elbows.

        “He was an old man, kind of scrawny looking,” Pisano says.
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