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Introduction




Fred Corcoran sold the world on golf. He was a
man with a passion for the game, an encyclopedic mind, an ear for a
punch line, an eye for a headline, and a keen sense of marketing
long before the business schools named the tools. As one of golf’s
first businessmen, he was inducted into the World Golf Hall of Fame
in 1975, some thirty years after he first proposed it.

Fred’s story about the business of golf and his
devotion to it spans sixty years, from around 1913 when golf was in
its infancy in this country until 1977, when he left it in the
hands of the corporations. This book is the story of how Fred, “not
single-handedly, mind you,” as he would say, put golf on the map
and turned it from a minor curiosity to a major business that today
delivers billions of dollars in endorsements, tournaments and
associations.

I don’t know how old I was when I realized my
father was famous. “He’s famous in golf and sports,” I’d tell my
friends when they’d ask why there was a limousine parked in our
driveway or why we were flying to Hawaii just for the weekend. I
knew something was up when I was about ten and we skipped school
for two weeks to go meet the King of Morocco.

As a child, I just thought everyone had a fake
uncle named Sam, whose last name was Snead, and one named Ted,
whose last name was Williams. But I really knew my father was
important when we went to Disneyland in 1960, and we were met by a
woman in a uniform who looked like a stewardess. She took us around
the park and cut in the front of the lines, letting us go on the
rides without a wait. It seemed General Dynamics had just put in
their Nautilus submarine ride and my father knew someone at General
Dynamics. Actually, he always knew somebody everywhere we
went.

“Get me anyone,” Fred once said to a
telephone operator. I heard him tell the story a million times, and
his love affair with the telephone was real and
documented.

“AT&T should erect a monument to
Fred Corcoran. He’s trained more telephone operators than Ma Bell,”
Bing Crosby wrote in Fred’s book Unplayable Lies. Bing, the famous
“White Christmas” crooner, and Fred went back to 1937, when Bing
had a little golf tournament and Fred worked for the PGA
Tour.

While Fred started out as an impoverished
caddie, he found many measures of success, earning an international
reputation as “Mr. Golf.” By the time I was born in the early
1950s, he was at the height of his career, having made a lot of
money with some high-profile clients. It was then that I think he
embarked on his true calling in life. “He goes around the world and
teaches other countries how to put on golf tournaments,” I would
tell the kids. Fred liked to say that his claim to fame was having
three-putted in forty-eight countries. But it was actually a lot
more than that.

Early on, Fred befriended the press, who had
enormous respect for him as an agent, publicity man, and
storyteller. Unique to Fred, he was a sportswriter’s best source,
always able to come up with a fresh angle, historic comparison, or
hypothetical argument for deadline-driven writers. But Fred also
had some heart-wrenching breaks and an Irish temper, all part of a
legendary life story that generated some entertaining moments and
many original ideas, while it laid the foundation for the business
of golf.

In his words, Fred “committed autobiography” in
1963, some fourteen years before he passed away. He wrote
Unplayable Lies with Bud Harvey, a delightful golf writer with a
rich vocabulary, who also played the piano and sang in a barbershop
quartet. I remember vividly the summer he spent at our house,
taking notes that my mother typed as my father told his stories
into a tape recorder that only I could thread properly.

Over the years, a few people suggested I
re-write or re-publish Unplayable Lies, which is now out of print.
After reading it again, I longed for a sense of chronology, which
wasn’t how Fred wrote it. When Fred told stories, he jumped around.
A story about Ted Williams would remind him of one about Walter
Hagen, which would remind him of Tony Lema, and so on.

So I set out to tell Fred’s story as it
happened, and through the process, I saw more clearly just how much
he accomplished and what a rock star of golf he was. While working
on the new book, following his career year by year, I kept thinking
that once I finished one year, I’d a catch a break. But then that
next year was just as full of stories, people and events as the one
I had just finished writing about. He just kept going and
going.

Along with using Unplayable Lies, I spent many
hours reading other golf books, downloading newspaper and magazine
articles, looking at photos on eBay, watching videos, interviewing
people who knew Fred, and sorting through my mother’s scrapbooks
and Fred’s letters to her. From all this, I connected a dot or two,
added some context, and wrote some dialogue, but I tried to remain
true to his original story, which was interesting, impactful and
important to golf—and me.

Judy Corcoran







“What doth it profit a man if he
gain the whole world—and three-putt the 18th green?”




Fred Corcoran

Unplayable Lies









Chapter 1




Like many who planted the seeds of modern golf
in America, Fred Corcoran started as a caddie. Born to a poor Irish
family near Boston, with six boys spaced two years apart, Fred got
swept up in the excitement around the historic 1913 match where
Francis Ouimet, a 17-year-old school boy from down the street, beat
the established British golfers, Harry Vardon and Ted Ray. They
were the Woods and Mickelson or the Palmer and Nicklaus of their
day, and much has been written about this match. In fact, Disney
made a movie about it: The Greatest Game Ever Played.

As you can imagine, the match was big news that
year in Belmont, Massachusetts, especially since Ouimet’s caddie
was ten-year-old Eddie Lowery, one of the local kids. Fred was only
eight that year, too young to caddie, but he was already waiting
around the yard.

As the story goes, Ouimet’s mother gave an
interview to the local press, saying that caddying had opened all
the right doors for her son Francis, and that caddying was an
admirable alternative to hanging around pool rooms. When Winifred,
Fred’s mother, read that, she jumped on the idea.

“Look what caddying did for that
Ouimet boy,” she said, as she struggled to get breakfast ready for
her brood of young boys. “You could do worse than to try it
yourself.”

The Corcorans had recently moved from Cambridge
to Arlington, Massachusetts, and lived in a shabby house adjacent
to the Belmont Country Club. Like many Irish families right after
the turn of the century, they struggled to get by.

Seeing signs posted saying, “No Irish Need
Apply,” Fred’s father Sam had all but given up looking for honest
work, using this discrimination to his advantage. “I won’t work for
anyone who won’t have me,” he added, displaying pride that was lost
on all but the young boys.

Sam never let the world trap him into regular
employment. There were a couple of times when he signed up for a
starting time on a payroll, but never reached the first tee. He
finally said to hell with it.

Sam’s real name was Michael, but it, like the
few paychecks he did manage to earn, got lost somewhere on the way
home. He would come home with stories, and he often arrived with
excuses, and occasionally, he toted a bottle of Scotch, but
bringing home the groceries was not his thing. On a good day, Fred
and his brothers ate corn flakes, whether it was for breakfast or
dinner. Lunch was often not in the running.

Sam was often called a “seanachie.” In Ireland,
in the days of old, a seanachie was a strolling historic
storyteller. The legends and lore of the Irish people were handed
down from generation to generation by the seanachies who drifted
around the country, paying their way with tales. They had a very
special status in Ireland. There was always a bite to eat and a
warm spot by the fire for them. Like Sam, Fred had a gift for
telling a story. But not only could Fred deliver an entertaining
tale with excitement and humor, he also had a knack for finding the
angle that noted some irony or uniqueness that made the tale even
more memorable.

By the spring of 1914, Fred’s mother pointed
her sons in the direction of the Belmont golf course. She urged
Frank, the oldest, to become a caddie, but Frank was not much of a
trailblazer, so she turned to Fred. By now, he had reached the
exalted age of nine, and he was eager and ready to set his feet
down on the fairway. At one time, there were five Corcoran caddies
in the pen at Belmont—Frank, Fred, George, Joe and John. Billy, the
youngest, was still at home, studying the rules and waiting for his
muscles to arrive. But on very hot days, Fred put him to work as
well, selling sodas on the golf course while Fred told stories as
he passed out the bottles or made change.

Fred became a regular at the course, slinging
bags that were as tall as he over his shoulder, chumming up to the
best players at the club, and studying the game every chance he
got. Not being a shy guy, Fred quickly sought out Ouimet and
introduced himself, offering his caddie and ball-shagging services.
Soon, he was caddying for Ouimet, who was the first player ever to
give Fred a dollar.

“I went to get him change,” Fred
said, “but Ouimet smiled and said, ‘You keep it all. You’re a fine
caddie.’”

Most people agree that tournament golf in
America began with Francis Ouimet and that 1913 match. In a
thrilling finish, Ouimet became the first American-born winner of
the United States Open Championship. But Ouimet’s victory at The
Country Club did more than just thrust him into the national
spotlight. It brought golf out from behind the privileged walls,
away from its British ancestry and Scottish dunes, and put it on
American soil with a sense of ownership. Up until this time, only
the very wealthy in America played golf. There were no professional
golfers and most caddies were taught not to swing a club. That’s
why Ouimet’s victory struck such a chord with the young boys who
lived near the courses around Boston. The victory gave them a local
hero. If Francis Ouimet could play golf and become a celebrity, so
could any one of them.

Fred took the course like a bug in a grass rug
and quickly became a first-rate caddie, able to judge distance
within a few feet and to explain the finer points of the course.
His first big assignment came in 1916 at the age of 11. That year,
the USGA Women’s Amateur Championship was played at Belmont and he
caddied for Alexa Stirling, who won it.

That was also the year that Annie Oakley, the
famous buckskin gunslinger, gave an exhibition of sharpshooting at
Belmont and asked Fred to help set the traps for her. After
shattering a few clay plates, Fred had an idea. “How about I toss
golf balls into the air and you shoot them instead of clay
plates.”

“I bet I can do it,” Annie Oakley
said. “Start tossing ‘em, son, as high as you can!”

With that, Fred took a golf ball in his right
hand and stepped back for the wind up before letting it rip through
the air. Boom! It went as it exploded with a direct hit. He threw
another, which Annie Oakley hit, and another, until he thought his
arm would fall off. Then she upped the ante, turning her back to
Fred until he counted and called, “Now!” Then she whirled around
and blasted ball after ball, sending debris in all
directions.

By that summer, Fred was totally immersed in
the game of golf. When Mike Brady, the Oakley Country Club
professional, made the news by scoring two holes-in-one on the same
round, Fred felt the importance of this feat and used the
back-to-back aces as an excuse to visit the Brady home to
congratulate him in person. But when Fred offered his best, Brady
just shook his head sadly.

“I should have had three,” he
mourned. He held up his thumb and forefinger, showing a gap of
about two inches and said, “I missed the third one by that
much.”

“That’s golf for you. It’s an
‘umblin’ game,” Fred often said, mimicking the way the Scots talked
about golf. From a young age, Fred understood the game of golf
completely. He saw how it frustrated, how it thrilled, and how it
compelled people to play against the course and against themselves,
never seeing their accomplishments and focusing on the shots they
missed. He saw golf clearly, for its pain and its pleasure, and he
loved every minute of it.

“I’ve listened to the wailing and
lamentations of more golfers than any man living,” Fred would later
say. “I have a shoulder that is perpetually damp and aches in bad
weather from amateurs and professionals, men and women, who have
cried on it while they described how that second putt hung
trembling on the lip of the cup. I have what has been described as
the worst case of three-putt ear ever seen at the Mayo
Clinic.

“And I have yet to meet anyone who
came to me and said, ‘I putted like a champion out there today.’
Champions who, after setting records for eighteen holes, still
mourn, ‘Yeah, but I missed two putts I should have holed.’ And I
have yet to hear of a perfect round of golf. By the way, the only
medal I ever won in my life was for being runner-up in the New
England Indoor Putting Championship, and if I hadn’t three-putted
that last hole from twelve feet…but where was I?”




The Corcoran boys lost their mother
in the flu epidemic of 1918, after she had nursed three of them
through it. But by that summer, while the older boys were marching
off to army training camps, Fred was on the job where he was
promoted to caddie master, becoming the youngest caddie master in
America at the age of 12. With the pay small and the hours long,
Fred used to check in at Belmont at five o’clock in the morning,
and many a day, he didn’t carry a bag until five in the afternoon.
There was no salary, but the job functioned as a virtual franchise
or concession. He got five cents a round from the boys who carried
the bags.

One evening, Fred came upon a curious incident.
As he was taking his time closing up, he noticed Harry Hall, one of
the members, searching along the stone wall that bordered the third
hole. For the next three days, Fred watched him tramping back and
forth through the rough. Finally, Fred asked what he was
doing.

“I’m looking for my golf ball,” Hall
said, “and I’ll give five dollars to the boy who recovers the ball
I’ve lost.”

This struck Fred as rather strange, but sensing
an opportunity, he called all the boys together and told them there
was money in it if they found a ball that was lost along the wall.
He didn’t tell them how much was in it. He knew to leave some
things to the imagination.

The caddies combed the ground and ended up with
a basket load of lost balls—and a few they had brought along. When
Mr. Hall came in, he burrowed into the basket like a gopher and
came up with a badly battered old ball.

“Aha!” he exclaimed. “Here it is.”
He handed Fred the five dollars and, after taking a cut for
himself, Fred spread the wealth among the other boys. But the
episode stuck in his mind for a long time, until two years later,
when he spotted Harry Hall on the course and tracked him down. Hall
recognized Fred immediately.

“You know,” Fred said, “something
has been bothering me all this time, Mr. Hall.”

“What’s that, Fred?” he
asked.

“Remember that golf ball you lost
along the stone wall? I’ve often wondered why it was worth five
dollars to you.”

Hall chuckled. “Well, I’ll tell you,” he said.
“I’m in the paint business, and everyone was looking for a golf
ball paint that wouldn’t chip in play or soak off in water. I had
played 226 holes with that ball when I lost it and the paint hadn’t
faded or peeled. With that ball as evidence, I was able to land a
tremendous contract for golf ball paint. Finding it was worth a lot
of money to me.”

Fred learned an important lesson that day: For
many things, there is no fixed value. An object or a service is
worth exactly what someone is willing to pay. All you have to do is
find the right person, the one who wants it. After that, everything
is subject to negotiation. And Fred also learned that people love
golf balls, especially championship balls—those responsible for a
hole-in-one or those that sunk after a long putt on the 18th green
to win a tournament. People will pick a golf ball as a souvenir
over a baseball or football because it fits so nicely in your
pocket or sits so majestically on your desk.

But not all of Fred’s lessons were that easy to
learn. While he scuffled with the other boys on a pretty regular
basis, he occasionally stood up before the adults. One was Bert
Nicholls, the professional at Belmont. Nicholls would never permit
a caddie on the golf course with a club in his hand, reminding the
caddies of the societal difference between them and
members.

Well, one day Fred was idly swinging a driver
in the caddie yard, the way kids will, and Bert shot out of the
shop as if he were fired from a cannon. “Put that down,” he
shouted, “and don’t let me ever see you with a club in your hand
again.”

“I was only swinging it,” Fred
protested. “Don’t get your feathers all ruffled.”

With a quick shot across the face, Nicholls
snapped. “I don’t even want to see you pick up a club except to
hand it to a member,” warned Nicholls in his Scottish brogue. “The
next thing you know, you’ll be teaching the members and then
looking for my job. Remember one thing…you’re here to serve the
members, and not to play golf.”

It was a rough lesson, but Bert did Fred a
great service. He was the pro who taught Fred not to play golf and
to seek his success on the golf course as a non-player.

About this time Fred learned another valuable
lesson: The man you meet on the golf course or in the stadium often
bears only a physical resemblance to the same name you meet in a
business office. This fact was driven home by a wealthy automobile
agent, one of the club members, who promised Fred that all he had
to do was report to his office and pick up his passport to the
world of golden opportunity. But when Fred showed up at his office
one morning, the man turned out to be just a voice growling behind
a paneled wall. A secretary crisply dispatched Fred to an
automobile parts stockroom far across the city where he put in ten
hours a day, six days a week, for seven dollars a week until a
state inspector fined the man as a violator of the child-labor
laws.

Then, instead of expressing concern for young
Fred, his benefactor not only fired him, but accused him of lying
about his age. Actually, the question of age never had come up. But
Fred remembered walking off down Boylston Street, puzzling over the
inconsistency of a man who offered two different profiles to the
world. He was glad to return to golf.

After his mother’s death, the burden of holding
the family together fell heavily on Sam and the older boys. There
was little time for school or anything else not directly related to
the pressing problem of economic survival. Looking to make money
wherever they could, the Corcoran boys would hike to Fenway Park on
days when the Red Sox played and sell peanuts in the
stands.

It was at one of these games that Fred first
saw one of his heroes and future good friend, Ty Cobb. Despite his
reputation for being ornery and mean, Fred thought Cobb was the
greatest baseball player who ever pulled on a pair of spikes, and
when he first saw him play at Fenway Park in 1919, he was ecstatic.
But the Tigers lost the ball game to Boston on a controversial
decision that made Cobb boiling mad and sent him storming off the
field into the Detroit dressing room.

Fred and some of the kids followed him and
climbed on to a water pipe, where they could peek through the
steamy window into the Tigers’ dressing room. They watched as Cobb
stomped angrily through the door, and when he looked up and spotted
the kids, he reached around and picked up a bar of soap and hurled
it, as if he was throwing it from left field to home plate. It
shattered the window pane and narrowly missed Fred’s head. “I
scrambled quickly to recover the prize and carried it home as a
souvenir,” Fred said. “It was a bar of Lifebuoy.”

In addition to selling peanuts, Fred worked at
a variety of slavish jobs by day and hustled Postal Telegraph wires
by night. He carried his share of telegrams from the War Department
that year. Many of these deliveries required a streetcar ride and
Fred was supposed to obtain this ten-cent round-trip fare from the
recipient of the wire. But when one of those telegrams began, “The
War Department regrets…,” he didn’t have the heart to ask for
trolley money. He just quietly disappeared.

On one of these trips, he met a beautiful young
Irish girl. She lived in the neighborhood where many of these
families lived so he was in and out quite often. He finally got up
the nerve to ask her to go out with him one evening and much to his
surprise she agreed. On the day of their date, however, she sent
her sister to find him and tell him that she was too sick to go out
that evening.

Late that afternoon, Fred passed a field filled
with some yellow flowers growing wildly about. Since he now had
nothing to do that night, he picked a few and made his way up to
the young lady’s house, thinking he’d present them to her in person
and wish her a speedy recovery. But as he approached her house, he
noticed all sorts of activity. Through the glare of the lights in
the living room, Fred could see people laughing and dancing. As he
got closer he could hear music playing and people having a good
time. Then he saw his girl, looking very healthy and sitting on
some guy’s lap!

Fred threw down the flowers in disgust and
swore off women forever. He concluded that women were dishonest and
not to be trusted. Without their mother, none of the Corcoran boys
had much use for women. The tender, loving care that women provided
was gone from their home and their lives.

These times were difficult for Fred and his
brothers. Sam was often down at the local pub, acting like one of
the boys. Maybe that’s why Fred was always grateful for the
fatherly advice he received from James A. Stillman, the New York
financier and donor of Harvard’s Stillman Infirmary. As the guest
of a member, Mr. Stillman was practicing his putting on the new
13th green in violation of a strict club rule. Not wanting to anger
the member’s guest himself, the club manager instructed Fred to put
a halt to it.

Fred walked slowly to the edge of the green and
stood silently while Mr. Stillman putted a dozen balls. He then
stepped up to him and addressed him.

“Excuse me, sir, but I need to point
out that practice is not permitted on a playing green,” he said,
using an official tone.

Stillman must have been impressed by the fact
that Fred courteously refrained from interrupting him in the middle
of his stroke because he came over and patted Fred on the head and
said, “Young man, if you show this much tact as you go through
life, you’ll be a great success.”









Chapter 2




The United States Golf Association was
officially formed in 1894 to become American golf’s governing body
and to administer the national amateur championship along with the
rules of golf. The Professional Golfers’ Association came on to the
scene in 1916 but stumbled at the gate due to World War I. But by
1919 it was up and running, and while the USGA dealt mainly with
the amateurs and the golf clubs in America, the PGA looked after
the interests of the rising number of professional golfers. Both
organizations worked together to bring the players and the United
States Open Championship to Brae Burn Country Club, near Boston, in
1919.

Fred had applied as a caddie for the
tournament, but with a reputation already preceding him, he was
picked for the better job as a runner to shuttle scorecards to the
press room. But as soon as he arrived, he was promoted to his first
important assignment in golf. He had been picked for the plum job
of handling the scorekeeping duties for the USGA’s U.S. Open
Championship. He would be paid five dollars for his work, and he
knew that if he did a good job, they might want him for other
tournaments. And, he had an idea.

In those years there was really no such thing
as a tournament scoreboard, as we know it today. At best there was
only a score sheet, usually one of those advertising gimmicks
distributed by the equipment manufacturers, which was tacked to the
wall of the pro shop or caddie shack. It offered its information
grudgingly as it existed mainly as a privy document, intended only
for the information of the players and the tournament officials.
The cold numbers told something of the progress of the match or
tournament, but the sheet offered no clue to the drama unfolding on
the course.

On the first morning of the tournament, Fred
stopped at the corner store on the way to the course where he
picked up some crayons and then went to the butcher’s for a roll of
paper. Once at the course, he set up shop against the south wall of
the clubhouse. Carefully unrolling his butcher paper, he tacked it
up to the wall. Then with a black crayon, he wrote the names of the
players in big letters, so everyone could see them.

“What are you doing there, Fred,”
one of the members asked.

“I’m going to post the scores as
they happen so everyone here will know who’s winning each
hole.”

“But how will you know what’s
happening out on the course?” the gentleman asked.

“My brothers are going to run back
and forth and tell me the score and I’ll write it here for everyone
to see.” Fred pulled another paper from his back pocket and showed
it to the man. “See, I’m going to put the pars in blue and the
birdies in red and the bogies green so you can see how the match is
going, hole by hole.”

By then, a crowd had gathered and the men asked
Fred all sorts of questions. “Is this the first time this has been
done?” one man asked. “I’m a reporter for the Boston paper and I
don’t think this has ever been done before,” another
answered.

Fred saw his brothers, John and George, walking
toward him and he waved to them to hurry up. “Now look it,” he said
in what sounded like a command for their utmost attention. “Here’s
what you need to do.”

He sent them out to the course with his
instructions to watch the play and run back with the score. On his
scoreboard, Fred began adding footnotes, reporting the dramatic
highlights, and as a result, raised the neglected art of
scorekeeping to a new level and produced the world’s first
leaderboard. But he also noted something more significant. The
sportswriters stayed by his side, and whenever John or George
reported back, Fred would describe what had just transpired and
tell the writers stories about the players, about the course, about
the game.

Old Sam, by the way, also had a knack for
knowing what was necessary and valued, which he obviously passed
down to Fred. Sam probably printed the first football scorecard or
program in America. This was back around 1908, before the players
wore identifying numerals on their jerseys. Sam had the printer
line up the names of the players in their corresponding positions
and sold these scorecards at Harvard Stadium the day Jim Thorpe and
the Carlisle Indians played the Crimson.

Apples don’t fall far from trees, and while Sam
may have been a seanachie, Fred was a master storyteller. He could
remember a golf match, hole by hole, and then entertain an audience
for hours. Fred may have written his way into major league golf
with colored crayons and a fresh philosophy of the scoreboard in
his head, but it was his nose for news and publicity that set him
apart. He soon befriended the sportswriters, who hungered for
stories and often feasted on Fred’s ability to turn the ordinary
into the noteworthy.

It rained all week at the tournament, but even
so, the 1919 U.S. Open was a magical event. It was the first time
Fred saw Walter Hagen play. Hagen, who had won the U.S. Open five
years before, was 27 years old and already a sports-page celebrity.
In fact, he was well on his way to becoming a legend and the first
professional in any sport to earn a million dollars.

Hagen entered golf at a time when the amateurs
were held in higher esteem than the professionals, who were often
treated as “hired help” and asked to enter the clubhouse through
the service doors. On one occasion, Hagen refused to claim his
trophy because he hadn’t been allowed inside the clubhouse before
the tournament.

“Walter Hagen was unquestionably the
most colorful person I ever met in golf,” Fred would later say.
“And I use that term ‘color’ in an indefinable way. What is this
mysterious and magic quality that brings spectators swarming to the
ticket window? What is it that makes someone stand out in a crowd?
Why, give me one golfer with color and 144 others, and you’ll find
him surrounded by fans lining every fairway and green, while the
rest play to an empty lot. Not all winners have color but your true
champions do.

“True champions are magnificently
considerate of people, and this is where you separate the champions
from the mob,” Fred added. “The champions don’t have to step on
your corn to prove they exist. Thoughtfulness and consideration is
as much a part of their natural makeup as the lightning reflexes
and air-conditioned nervous systems that make them
champions.

“Hagen never, to my knowledge or in
my presence, lost his temper or his urbane graciousness. He had
that magic about him. It was there in the way he lit a cigarette,
the way he walked and talked, the way he dressed. As they say in
the theater, Hagen was always ‘on stage,’ yet there was nothing
stagey about him. What he did, he did as naturally and as easily as
he breathed. He was debonair and exciting, and he had a way about
him. Hagen always walked with his head in the air as if he was,
subconsciously, looking over the heads of ordinary mortals,” Fred
said frequently about his friend.

There is no doubt that Hagen helped raise the
image of the golf professional, even though he had a bit of a
prankster in him. Hagen liked to mess with the minds of his
opponents. He was known to take a perfectly pressed tuxedo and
throw it against the wall a few times and splash whiskey and
perfume on it, and then arrive at a match, looking like he had
stayed out all night.

During this particular U.S. Open match, Hagen
came up to the last hole of regulation play needing a pretty good
putt to tie Mike Brady, who was already in the clubhouse, crying
over the putts he had missed. Impeccable as always in his
traditional white silk shirt and silk tie, Hagen lazily drew his
putter and surveyed the putt. Then he looked up with a smile and
called, “Where’s Mike?”

“Brady had finished two holes before
and had gone into the men’s locker room,” Fred told a group of
reporters that night. “And all of a sudden, Hagen’s calling out,
‘Where’s Mike? Where’s Mike?’ and he’s looking around, putting his
hand above his eyes, as if to improve his vision. And then he says,
‘Tell Mike to get out here. I want to give him something to think
about for the next twenty-four hours.’ And then he stroked home the
tying putt. It was unbelievable!” Fred exclaimed.

The play-off round actually wasn’t much of a
golfing exhibition. Neither Hagen nor Brady played well. But the
turning point came at the 17th hole where Hagen took command with a
typical Hagen combination of brains and skill. He put his tee shot
into a peat pocket where it lay virtually buried. Then, as now,
there was a penalty for playing the wrong ball, so equity permitted
the lifting and cleaning of the ball for purpose of identification.
Hagen asked the officials to dig out his buried ball in order to
identify it. Naturally, when it was dropped again, the lie was
improved considerably. Hagen then put his next shot on the green,
holed out in four, and went on to win—a patented Hagen
finish.









Chapter 3




Quickly ensconced in a world of golf and
golfers, Fred met many who became friends and a few who would
become life-long friends. In 1922, Fred introduced himself to a
young golfer who would become one of his best friends and favorite
people in the world—Gene Sarazen. Like Fred, Gene arose out of the
caddie pens in Rye, New York, and at 20 years old, was just
starting out on a Hall of Fame career filled with major wins,
course records, and major accomplishments, including the invention
of the sand wedge.

Sarazen had just won the U.S. Open Championship
and was scheduled to team with Francis Ouimet against Walter Hagen
and Joe Kirkwood, the Australian pro, in a match that would
dedicate the new Charles River Country Club. Tickets were issued by
invitation only, and Fred was determined to be there. He went to
the downtown office of Barton K. Stephenson, the president of the
new club, to ask if he might purchase an admission
ticket.

Stephenson gave Fred a pretty thorough
grilling, demanding to know who he was, where he came from, and why
it was so important that he attend this exclusive and private
match. Fred quickly spun a tale of Ouimet and Hagen, adding that he
had only heard of Gene Sarazen and badly wanted to see him play.
Finally and grudgingly, Stephenson conceded to sell Fred a ticket.
He drew one out of a desk drawer. “That’ll be two dollars, young
man,” he said.

Fred paid his two dollars—which was all he
had—and then hiked from the Boston financial district all the way
out to the Charles River Country Club, a two-hour marathon. He
arrived late, but Sarazen was considerably later, reaching the club
a full hour behind schedule. Kirkwood, who staged a trick-shot
demonstration to keep the gallery from becoming restless, wasn’t
amused, especially when a cheer announced Sarazen’s
arrival.

Sarazen, a jaunty figure, stepped from his car
with bold, flashing eyes and a general to-hell-with-you look for
all the proper Bostonians he had kept waiting. He swept into the
locker room and emerged a short while later, a young dandy clothed
in white shirt, bow tie, and white plus-fours, black hose and black
and white shoes. To top it off, he had a cigar cocked in his mouth
at a rakish angle. There was something about him that day that
endeared him to Fred. He told himself: Here’s a guy who’s going
places. And he did. He went right out and set a course record that
stood for years.

A year later, Sarazen and Hagen played an epic
match in the 1923 PGA Championship at the Pelham Country Club, and
it was considered for years as the “match of the century.” Hagen
had won the championship in 1921 and Sarazen had won it in 1922, so
this, in Fred’s mind, was a huge deal. Fred felt the attraction of
a head-to-head battle of champions, and even though the course was
some four hours away by car, Fred hitched his way there, just to
witness this final round.

“The match, which rolled along
through 37 well-played holes, reached its dramatic peak on the 38th
hole, when Sarazen pulled his tee shot and it appeared to go out of
bounds,” Fred recalled.

“All Hagen had to do was play his
ball safely to the green and hole out. But then, Sarazen’s ball was
found lying in the tall grass, well within the boundary
stakes.

“Seeing the ball up close, Walter
got really steamed, and I had never seen him like this, pacing back
and forth, swearing under his breath. He was usually calm and
happy. Well, Walter insisted that Gene’s ball had gone out of
bounds and suspected that it was tossed back in play by an outside
agency, which could have been one of many things,” Fred explained.
“Maybe one of Gene’s fans who lined the course kicked the ball back
in bounds. It was, after all, his home turf at a club near
Portchester, where he had been raised. He probably had a lot of
well-meaning friends in the gallery.”

“Sarazen, unfazed by Hagen’s
outrage, hit a magnificent gambling second shot that carried across
a dangerous elbow to the green, within a foot or two of the hole.
Hagen stared at Sarazen in dismay and shook his head in disbelief.
Then, obviously shaken, he proceeded to put his second shot in a
trap, short of the green, and that was the match.”




Fred also met Bobby Jones around this time.
Jones, who was the same age as Sarazen, was attending Harvard
graduate school and the team practiced at Belmont. Fred, who was by
then the Massachusetts Golf Association’s golf secretary, quickly
introduced himself.

“Jones would arrive in the
afternoons, carrying a crimson stocking that bulged with practice
balls. Then he’d go to the farthest end of the 13th hole and start
hitting spoon shots to the green. I was always mesmerized by his
accuracy,” Fred said. Jones would go on to win the U.S. Open that
year.

As the summer stretched into the fall, Fred was
drawn away from golf one day in late September when an emergency
long-distance call came in for Bill Shriner, the shoe manufacturer.
He tracked down Shriner far out on the course and returned with him
to the clubhouse, where Shriner called his Chicago office and
engaged in a long, muffled conversation.

Fred passed Shriner in the locker room just as
he hung up. With a disappointed look on his face, Shriner turned to
Fred and said, “I don’t know why people can’t be honest. Here I
have a man working for me in Chicago who I thought I could trust,
but they took stock this morning and found his books short. And
he’s carrying a lot of empty shoe boxes on the shelves that should
have shoes in them.”

Fred shrugged with an I-know-what-you-mean
look. “Can I get you anything? Some water or some whiskey?” he
offered.

Shriner turned and looked at Fred. “How would
you like to go to work for me?” he asked.

Needing more money than golf during the coming
winter in New England could provide, Fred considered his offer,
even though the only security he’d ever known had come from the
feel of turf under his feet. But two weeks later, Fred stepped off
a train at Grand Central Station in New York on his way to work in
Shriner’s store. A cab took him for a delightful spin through
Central Park before depositing him on the sidewalk in front of 350
Madison Avenue. After paying the driver, he looked up and found
himself gazing at Grand Central, a block away. Fred never again
trusted a New York cab driver.

For two years Fred shuttled around the college
campuses as a “shoe dog” for Shriner, returning between semesters
to the Manhattan store where he met some interesting people,
including Jack Dempsey (size 10-C), Clark Gable (six pairs of
patent-leather pumps at a time), and Robert Moses (a tender corn on
his right little toe). Fred quickly learned never to sell a man a
pair of shoes that were too tight, because he would have to take
them back—which meant Fred, not Bill Shriner, had to take them
back. And after wearing returned shoes that pinched, pricked and
rubbed, Fred honed his sales skills knowing that telling the truth
and getting his facts straight was paramount. He also learned how
to close a deal and keep the customers coming back for
more.

Fred returned to Boston in 1926 to open a
Shriner store on Washington Street and that completed the circle
for him as a shoe hound. But a few months later at the age of 20,
Fred was asked to succeed the ill and retiring Dan Horan as the
Massachusetts State Golf Handicapper. He hung up his shoehorn
permanently and walked away from the world of profit-and-loss
statements (wearing Shriner shoes, of course) and back to the
wonderful world of golf. He never looked back over his
shoulder.










CHAPTER 4




Except for this brief detour through the shoe
business, Fred devoted his life to golf. From 1923 to 1925, he
served the Belmont Country Club as golf secretary and now, in 1927,
he stepped into a position as both golf secretary and golf
handicapper at the Massachusetts Golf Association (MGA) where he
would spend the next ten years. In the winters, Fred escaped to
Pinehurst, North Carolina, as an Assistant Golf Secretary in the
office of Donald Ross, that grand old Scot and shrewd architect of
some of the world’s best golf courses.

In the ten years that Fred served as MGA
secretary, he was fortunate enough to handle the scoreboard duties
for every USGA championship, some thirty-five of them. Just to be
part of the pageantry of golf meant the world to him, but more
importantly, it was in these years that he began filling his mental
file with pictures of people and places that would become his
business inventory, so to speak. He fell in step with the gang from
the sports department early in the game and won his varsity letter
as a legman for the golf writers. They learned to rely on him. Part
of his success later in life was that he could remember the details
and was quick to point out a story or inaccuracy. “If Corcoran says
so,” ended many an argument for decades to come.

In 1931, Arthur Sampson, a distinguished high
school and college football coach, turned his hand to sportswriting
and was sent to cover the 1931 USGA Amateur Championship at the
Beverly Country Club in Chicago. It was an important sports story
because Francis Ouimet was playing and trying to make a comeback.
Samson was told, “Stick to Corcoran like plaster. Don’t let him out
of your sight and you won’t get scooped, because he’ll be where the
news is.” Sampson took the advice literally. He became Fred’s
roommate and, as luck would have it, he hit the jackpot. Ouimet
came back after seventeen years to win his second amateur
championship and Fred had the inside scoop.

With Fred on their team, sportswriters put golf
on the front page. Whether it was a quote about the rivalry between
Hagen and Sarazen, or Hagen’s thoughts on practicing, Fred had a
story for their next edition, even in the off-season, with no golf
tournament within 500 miles. Fred’s desire for an audience and the
press’ need for a lead led to a respectful relationship and a heck
of a good time. They began to seek each other out.

He told reporters that Walter Hagen never
showed any great enthusiasm for the marathon practice sessions that
would become part of the working day for the modern tournament
pros. Fred commented, “I remember standing with him at the Colonial
Club in Fort Worth, watching the players hammering away on the
range. We watched the pros for several minutes while they hit a
steady barrage of flawless iron shots. Then Hagen let out a loud
sigh.”

“What a shame to waste those great
shots on the practice tee,” Hagen said to Fred. “What are they
doing out there anyway? Those guys already know how to hit a golf
ball. They don’t have to practice that. I’d be afraid to stand out
there and work at my game like that. I’d be afraid of finding out
what I was doing wrong.”

They turned back to the club and Hagen talked
on. “You know, I used to go out to the practice tee and hit four or
five balls—just to relax and get the feel of it. I always planned
to make any adjustments on the course. I always figured to make a
couple of mistakes on the first few holes. But mistakes don’t hurt
you at this stage. It’s those mistakes you make on the last few
holes that kill you. I always plan to have my game under control by
then. That,” he said, jerking his head back toward the firing line,
“is nothing but corporal punishment.”

While Fred was still with the MGA and on
scoreboard duty at the USGA, he was also busy promoting the game he
loved in any way that landed golf on the pages of the newspapers
and introduced it to new audiences. Because golf was still a
gentleman’s game and golfers dressed like gentlemen, Fred decided
to play up this angle at the 1929 U.S. Open at Winged Foot, by
holding a Best-Dressed Golfer Contest with a formal judging panel
and all.

“But to tell the truth, the winner
was picked in advance,” Fred said. “It was to be Johnny Farrell,
the defending champion, who was living that week in an apartment
across the street from the 15th hole. Well, back and forth he ran
that day. Between the club and his apartment, he changed his
clothes six times. He won the Haberdashery Handicap, but scored an
86 and failed to qualify, which was more tragic than humorous. The
previous year he had beaten Bobby Jones, no less, in a play-off for
the title.”

Fred learned at that point not to mix his
promotions of the game with a serious tournament. Championship golf
was sacred and even though the prize money was not a lot, the title
of “Champion” was what mattered. And Fred knew how to spot a
champion.

“There’s a thoughtfulness and
consideration which seems to be the mark of the real champion,”
Fred said. “You usually can recognize the bush leaguers in life
because they’re always pushing, pushing, pushing for every
advantage. On the other hand, the real champion with the natural
instinct for decency comes equipped with a wonderful humility. The
major leaguer, whether it’s in sports or in our workaday world, has
a way of saying ‘we’ instead of ‘I.’ He has the good sense to
recognize thoughtfulness in others, and the good taste to respond
to it.”

In 1929, Fred and his colored crayons arrived
in Pebble Beach for the 1929 U.S. Amateur. With Bobby Jones as
defending champion, it was a big tournament, and Fred was in the
USGA room making up the scoreboard when the USGA committee called
Johnny Dawson and Johnny Goodman to appear before them. Dawson was
regarded by many as second only to Jones in American amateur golf.
But he was employed as a traveling representative by the A.G.
Spalding Company, and the USGA committee had come to the conclusion
that he wasn’t truly an amateur. They told him he couldn’t compete
in the Amateur Championship.

Goodman’s case was a little different. He was a
young fellow who worked for a sporting goods firm in Omaha, earning
about $25 a week. He had paid his own way to the championship, and
after pondering his circumstances, the amateur status committee
decided to let him play.

That morning, Goodman and Jones were drawn to
meet in the opening round of match play. The Nebraskan, who
actually had ridden freights to California for the tournament,
knocked out Jones on the last hole, providing golf’s greatest upset
to date and robbing the tournament of its star at the start of the
week. By noon the next day, most of the gallery had checked out of
the Lodge and the rest of the championship was played before a
handful of local Peninsula residents. That’s why the PGA finally
changed its own championship from match play to medal. Too often
the headliners were beaten in the early rounds by some unknown and
the rest would cry from loneliness.

Goodman was eliminated in the afternoon round
by Lawson Little, who was then a 17-year-old schoolboy, who lost
the next day to Francis Ouimet. Little went on to win two British
Amateur Championships, the U.S. Open and two U.S. Amateur titles,
and wound up in golf’s Hall of Fame. Goodman? He was the last
amateur to win the Open championship, which he did in 1933. Then he
became a public-links professional in San Francisco and disappeared
from the picture. “It was too bad, too; he had toppled the king,”
Fred said.

“There’s a footnote to the Pebble
Beach yarn,” Fred continued. “A year later, in 1930 at Merion, I
sat in on the draw and I remember Goodman was a seeded player. One
of the committeemen proposed to set it up so Jones and Goodman
would meet in a 36-hole match, but it didn’t jell. Goodman dropped
out in one of the early 18-hole rounds. Jones, of course, went on
to win it as part of his Grand Slam, winning the United States and
British Open championships and the U.S. and British Amateur
championships—all four in one year.”

“I recall it most vividly, not
because of any spectacular display of golf by Jones, but because of
my own embarrassment,” Fred said. “It was blistering hot—110
degrees—and my fancy red and blue scoreboard crayons just melted in
my hands.”

The episode at Pebble Beach turned a spotlight
on another issue: the elimination of headliners through match play.
Fred realized the importance of a gallery to a golf match, so he
later proposed and eventually helped persuade the PGA to change the
format of its own championship from match to medal play. Too often,
the headliners were beaten in the early rounds by what the
well-known pros called “some diddy-bump,” leaving the marshals with
no crowd to manage.

“I always regretted, however, the
passing of the PGA match-play championship,” Fred went on record
saying. “Match play has a special dramatic quality that you don’t
find in a medal-play tournament. The spectacle of a man-to-man duel
has more emotional impact than an impersonal contest between a
current champion and a norm called par. There are very few
match-play tournaments left, apart from the Walker and Ryder Cup
matches. We could use a few more.”










Chapter 5




Based in Boston, Fred conducted his business on
the golf course, in the locker room, and at whatever bar or men’s
club was popular at the time. He developed a sense for being where
the action was, and in those days, the action was at the bar. Fred
was a man’s man, who loved all sports and those around
it.

In the early 1930s, there was not yet a PGA
tour, and most of the money in golf came from playing exhibitions
sponsored by the equipment manufacturers. Fred set up many of these
exhibitions while expanding his network of friends and friendly
press.

How Fred met Jack Sharkey, the professional
boxer, is uncertain, but an educated guess puts them both in a
saloon in Boston around 1932. Sharkey had defeated Max Schmeling in
early 1932, at Madison Square Garden Bowl in Long Island City, New
York, in their rematch to win the World Heavyweight Boxing
Championship in a very controversial split decision.

A week later, Fred was with Gene Sarazen who
had come to Boston to play an exhibition match with Francis Ouimet
and he called Jack Sharkey. “I’ve got Gene Sarazen with me. You
know he holds two titles right now,” he baited Sharkey. “He holds
both the U.S. and British Open championships titles, and I thought
it might make a good publicity picture to bring you two together.
Can we stop by?”

Gene had an endorsement tie-in with the Packard
Motor Car Company, and they had given him a brand new Packard to
drive during his time in Boston. So the two of them climbed in the
car and drove out to Chestnut Hill to visit Sharkey, who as the new
heavyweight champion, had just built a $160,000 mansion behind a
wall overlooking the Boston College campus. Sharkey greeted them
warmly and took them inside the house before showing them around
the property.

“Here,” Fred said to Jack, pulling a
couple of tickets to the golf match out of his pocket. “Why don’t
you come and watch the match?” Sharkey examined the tickets and
mumbled something about his schedule but carefully tucked the
tickets into his jacket pocket. Then Fred said, “Jack, would you
like to see Gene’s new white Packard?”

Jack stared coolly at Fred, and then turned and
looked at Gene before returning his gaze to Fred and answered, “No,
but how would you like to see my two new Cadillacs?” Sharkey won
the match, two Cadillacs to one Packard.

Gene was thoughtful as they drove away. Then it
came out. “Listen,” Gene said, “what’s the idea of giving that guy
Sharkey two tickets? I didn’t see him passing out any free tickets
for the Schmeling fight last week. I had to buy mine.” They both
had a good laugh as they drove back to Boston.




Sarazen went on to win the 1933 PGA that next
year, adding yet another title to his list. And in 1934, he called
Fred, rather excited. “There’s someone I want you to meet,” he
said. “It’s a gal from Texas.”

Fred cut him off. “I’ve got too many women
chasing me right now, Gene, but thanks anyway.”

“No, I don’t mean like that, Fred.
It’s ‘the Babe’ I want you to meet, not ‘a babe.’ It’s Babe
Didrikson, the star of the 1932 Olympic Games in track and Field.
She’s playing golf now and wants to play some matches with
me.”

“Can she beat you?”

“Not right now…I hope,” he said,
“but she does want to play men. And she’s good enough to beat a lot
of them. She’s as strong as on ox.”

They agreed to meet at the Woodland Golf Club a
few weeks later, and Fred was waiting for them when they pulled up.
A call to a friend at the Associated Press (AP) had uncovered some
photos of Babe throwing a javelin, clearing a hurdle, shooting a
basketball, swimming a lap, and cueing an 8-ball, so he was
surprised when she, whose given name was Mildred, stepped out of
the Gene’s car wearing the rather long skirt that was very much the
style. All he could think was what a handicap that skirt must be
for athlete.

“You must be Fred,” the lean
22-year-old woman said as she walked up the steps to the clubhouse
with the swinging stride of a sprinter and extended her hand to
shake. Fred was taken aback by the strength of her grip but didn’t
let her know it.

“Let’s go into the dining room and
get a drink,” Fred said.

“What, no ladies allowed in the
bar?” she asked. “It figures!”

Fred advised them on some staged matches and a
short tour, as this was where the money was in golf these days, not
in tournament purses. “And you’ll need your wife to travel with
you, Gene. It wouldn’t look right for you and Babe to travel alone
together.”

“Mary Sarazen’s a great girl,” Babe
added. “She’s been on a trip with us already. There’s no problem
there.”

Fred nodded in relief and then inquired about
Babe’s amateur status. “Playing for money won’t help get your
amateur status back,” he warned.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we
come to it,” she said with a noticeable Texas accent. “Right now, I
want to get rich and get better at golf, in that order. I’ve been
challenging men informally and now I want to do it for money. And
with a few lessons and a little practice, I can win tournaments.
Right now, I want to beat men in driving contests. Why I bet I can
outdrive every man and woman in this clubhouse, except maybe Gene,
here, and maybe you, Fred, but I haven’t seen you play
yet.”

“Oh, you could probably beat me,”
Fred said. “You almost broke my right hand when we
shook.”

They all ordered steaks for lunch and
afterwards, Babe excused herself to go to the ladies’
room.

“What’s on your mind, Fred,” Gene
asked when they were alone.

After a bit of hesitation, Fred let it out. “Do
you think she’s too manly to compete against women?”

“Well, she isn’t a sissy girl,
that’s for sure,” Gene said. “And she’s determined to be a champ. I
played with her last week, and after we played 18 holes, she went
out and hit balls for four more hours. Why, her hands were sore and
bloody afterwards. I couldn’t believe it. And just wait until you
see her hit. Why, to watch her throw a javelin is exciting but to
see her hit a golf ball 250 yards is amazing.”

Fred’s green eyes lit up. “I can see the
headlines now: GAL BEATS MAN AT GOLF.”

“No, no,” Sarazen said. “MAN BEATEN
BY THE BABE.” Fred and Gene both loved to write headlines and
bounce them off each other. “Or better, THE BABE BEATS
MAN.”

“No, you can’t call her ‘The Babe’
because everyone will confuse her with Babe Ruth,” Fred said. “No,
she has to be Babe, just Babe. How about, BABE BESTS BIG MAN. Of
course, we’d need to set her up with a big man for that
header.”

Fred swished the ice cubes in his drink, his
brain racing a mile a minute. “I do see a great curiosity factor
with her,” he said. “I mean, here’s this gal from Texas, who’s
already won the Olympics and she plays golf, tennis, billiards,
basketball and who knows what else.”

“The harmonica,” Babe added, coming
back to the table and obviously overhearing the tail end of the
conversation. “Yes, I play the harmonica, too, and I play it well!
Golf is the only thing that has given me any trouble. That’s why
I’m determined to master it. All of the other sports have come
pretty easily to me, without much effort, but golf…golf’s the
devil.”

With that, they finished lunch and headed to
the car, where Fred hitched a ride toward Marshfield, on Boston’s
South Shore. Fred was never known to have a car and in later years,
give up driving completely, thus relying on others for local
transportation. But this was all part of his charm. Players and
writers alike loved to have Fred in the car because he would
entertain the whole way, telling stories and staging pranks that
made the time pass quickly. Usually, Fred knew someone along the
way or at the other end that would make the trip even more
memorable.

He climbed into the back seat of Gene’s Packard
and the three of them headed south. En route, they passed a
football field where a high school team was practicing.

“Pull in here,” Babe said suddenly.
“I’d like to stop a minute and have some fun.”

Gene parked the car nearby and the three of
them strolled out on the field where some thirty or forty helmeted
kids were going at it. Babe called to one of the boys.

“Here, son,” she drawled. “Let’s
have that ball.” The youth eyed her curiously, but flipped the ball
which she caught neatly with her left hand and transferred to her
right, her fingers settling comfortably along the lacing. She
called to another kid about 25 yards downfield and fired a bullet
pass that settled in his arms. Then she kicked off her shoes and
called for the ball again. Barefooted, she boomed out a spiraling
punt despite the restrictions of her long skirt. She called for
another one but before she kicked it, she bent down and ripped open
the side hem of skirt about eighteen inches.

“Don’t worry,” she said to Fred, who
was watching her closely. “I can sew, too.” Then she let loose with
another long punt.

The kids and the coaches gathered about in
wonderment that turned to awe and delight when the threesome
identified themselves.

“This,” Fred said, swinging his arms
reverently toward Babe, “is Babe Didrikson, the top woman athlete
in the world and soon to be the greatest woman golfer you’ll ever
meet.”

Babe took over, as if there were a mic and a
spotlight on her. And then she turned on her charm, along with a
thick, sugar-pie Texas drawl for the crowd of young boys. “Hi
y’all, come a ‘lil closah, herah,” she said, motioning to them to
surround her. “I becha’ll heard ‘bout Wal-tah Hagen and Bob-ba
Jones, but today y’all is lookin’ at tha verah best golfa of ‘em
all, Mistah Gene Sarazen an our good friend, Mistah Fred
Co-co-run.”

Thus began Fred’s foray into women’s golf and
another life-long relationship, albeit with an all-too-short
life.




If there was a dollar to be made in sports in
Boston during the late 1920s and early 1930s, there was usually a
Corcoran somewhere in the neighborhood. For seven years, Fred
worked as a goal referee for the Boston Bruins hockey club, and he
and his brother John handled the ticket sales for the club in their
spare time. They were hired for the job by Art Ross, the
manager—and almost un-hired immediately by Mr. C. F. Adams, the
owner.

Times were tough in post-depression Boston and
Mr. Adams called Fred into his office and said, “Young man, I’m a
member of the Boston Unemployment Commission. I can’t say I approve
of the idea of you and your brother John holding two jobs while men
are walking the streets looking for work.” He stared at him
bleakly.

Fred thought fast. “Mr. Adams,” he replied.
“Aren’t you the president of the Boston Braves?” Adams stared and
Fred talked on, hoping to make his point before the game broke up.
“And you’re president of the First National Stores, I think.” The
First National was the leading food chain in New England. Adams
narrowed his eyes. “And you’re president of the Boston Bruins?”
Fred added before concluding, “Aren’t you holding down more than
one job?”

There was a brief pause that seemed to last for
years. Then C. F. Adams coughed and leaned forward across his desk.
“All right,” he said. “But young man, you’ll be held strictly
accountable for any shortages in ticket money. Is that
clear?”

In the next seven years, between 1929 and 1936,
John and Fred handled about $3.5 million in cash—and never came up
short at any time. They had a most pleasant association for many
years with Mr. Adams, who often recalled their original tête-à-tête
with a smile.

One afternoon towards the end of his 10-year
tenure with the Massachusetts Golf Association, Fred had another
idea. He was riding to Braves Field with a sportswriter for a
Boston paper to watch the Braves play. In those days, the stadium
was on the banks of the Charles River and was called the “airport,”
a sports-page metaphor used to explain its roominess. It took a lot
of people wheeling through the turnstiles to give the place a
lived-in look.

In those days, too, they played a ball game in
one hour and fifty minutes. Pitchers would throw three warm-up lobs
and indicate they were ready. The batters used to hit that first
pitch as often as not, and it would be one-two-three and you’re
out. The players scampered on and off the field. There was none of
the mysterious and time-consuming brainstorming that bores the
majority of fans today. Ball games used to start at three p.m. and
everyone was on his way home by five.

On their way back downtown on the subway car,
Fred said to the writer, “I can’t understand why the major leagues
don’t play twilight baseball. It stays light enough to play until
eight-thirty. Why don’t they start their games at six? They could
still finish by nightfall, and the working man could get out to the
ball park.”

“Oh, they couldn’t do that,” the
writer said. “Ball players, you know, only eat two meals a day and
they always have dinner at six o’clock.”

Fred looked at him incredulously. “Look,” he
argued, “I saw about nine hundred people out there at Braves Field
today. Now I’m going over to North Cambridge to see the North
Cambridge Twilight League team play and there will be 15,000 bodies
packed into Russell Field. What about those players? They have to
eat too, don’t they?”

The writer shrugged, seeing no point in
debating the issue. But Fred didn’t stop there. With golf played at
a much faster speed in those days, he went on to introduce Twilight
Golf, forming the Boston Twilight League. Even as an idea borrowed
from the Twilight Baseball League, it was an instantaneous and
enduring success. It brought people to the clubs to play and to
dine in the few precious hours before the sun went down.









Chapter 6




With professional golf still in its infancy,
Fred was entering his prime. Around the age of 30, he was handling
some very important tournament scoreboards, befriending the leading
pros, setting up matches, and improving the systems necessary for
tournament golf to grow. As part of his duties at the Massachusetts
Golf Association, he developed an elaborate handicap system which
nearly every state golf body in the U.S. and Canada either copied
or adopted. But above all, Fred made it a point to be at the center
of things.

“If anyone ever calls on me to
deliver a commencement address to the graduating class,” Fred told
a group of reporters, “my message to the youth of the world would
be summed up in one simple phrase: Be where the action is. No man
has ever met his destiny crying over a lonely beer at the kitchen
table, and you’ll never hear opportunity knocking above the sounds
of a tranquil forest. You’ve got to be where the people are,
talking to them, listening to them, and even arguing with
them.”

Fred was at the center of the action near his
scoreboard for the 1936 USGA Amateur Championship in Garden City
when Richard Tufts easily found him. Tufts was one of the game’s
true gentlemen, whose own climb to prominence and influence in the
austere hierarchy of the United States Golf Association wasn’t made
any easier by the fact that he carried a taint of commercialism as
proprietor of Pinehurst, the nation’s leading golf
resort.

“Fred,” Tufts said, “I was wondering
if you could do us the honor of running our scoreboard for the PGA
Championship in Pinehurst this November?”

Fred hesitated only long enough for Tufts to
finish his sentence. This was a jump for Fred from a USGA event to
a PGA event and it would certainly put him in the center of the
real action. Working the scoreboard hardly began to pay for the
trip to Pinehurst, but Fred welcomed the opportunity to return to
that delightful place. “Yes, of course!”

So there he was that November, creating another
Corcoran color spectacular on the big board near “Maniac Hill”
during the 1936 Professional Golfers’ Association Championship when
George Jacobus, president of the PGA, came out of the clubhouse
calling for him.

“Fred,” he beckoned, “come inside
for a minute.” Fred put down his crayons and walked across the
platform that had been erected for the scoreboard. The board, now
perched behind the 18th green, reached forty feet across and
stretched twenty feet high. Fred needed a ladder to reach the
platform from the ground and another to reach the top of the
scoreboard once on the platform.

Filled with excitement, Fred followed Jacobus
into the locker room where he, Ed Dudley, and the other members of
the PGA tournament committee were holding a special meeting. Fred
wasn’t aware of the details then, but a rift had developed within
the PGA over the management of the tournament program. Horton
Smith, who was chairman of the tournament committee, had been
replaced by Dudley. And in a matching action, Bob Harlow, who was
tournament manager, had been released. The PGA thought Harlow had
too many irons in fire.

Horton Smith was one of the great golfers of
his day with a most exquisite putting touch. He won the first
Masters tournament in 1934, repeated in 1936, and appeared destined
for a glittering career in tournament golf. “Horton, however, was
unbending in his approach to life, unwavering in his allegiance to
the letter of the rules, and untiring in his political
machinations,” Fred later said.

Bob Harlow, at age 57, had been Walter Hagen’s
manager during Hagen’s heyday and also attended to the business
affairs of Paul Runyan, Horton Smith and Ed Dudley. In addition, he
did double duty as the PGA tournament manager, so he practically
controlled the show and was a force to reckon with. To his credit,
he erected the framework for the PGA tour and would be best
remembered for breathing life and form into the PGA tournament
schedule when it consisted of nothing more than a few scattered
fragments of tournaments. He would also go on to create and publish
Golf World magazine, but now the new PGA tournament committee had
just ousted him.

Horton Smith and Bob Harlow were very close
friends, and it was this hand-in-glove association at the heart of
the split. The rank-and-file pros felt the tournament program was
being operated by and for a small clique.

“Fred,” Jacobus said, coming
directly to the point, “would you be interested in taking over the
job of tournament manager for the PGA?” That was like asking a fish
if he’d mind a job tending the pond. Over George’s shoulder, Fred
could see Bob Harlow peering around the corner of the lockers, but
he didn’t immediately think anything of it. That was one of the
drawbacks about managing professional golf. You were always
negotiating in locker rooms, with locker boys running by carrying
shoes and towels and people staring over your shoulder or lurking
in the showers. Now Fred was being offered a job right under the
eyes of his predecessor.

Starry-eyed and innocent, Fred had no inkling
that he was walking into a line of fire and facing a powerful
alliance dedicated to his destruction. A cabal was forming that was
going to provide him with enough headaches to keep the aspirin
factories busy around the clock. But he accepted Jacobus’ offer and
went back to his current scoreboard duties.

A few days later, Fred returned to Boston to
pack. He moved his brother John into his chair at the MGA. Later,
John would move Billy, the youngest of the Corcoran brothers, into
that job, thus continuing a Corcoran dynasty with the MGA that
would last some forty years.

Two weeks later, Jacobus called Fred to Florida
for a meeting where he confirmed the offer of $5,000 a year and $5
a day for expenses as tournament manager. Meanwhile, Fred had
received two letters from Bob Harlow, inviting him to go to work
for Harlow as his assistant in charge of handling a tournament
program, for $4,000 and $5 a day for expenses. Fred told Jacobus
about this correspondence because it puzzled him.

“Bob Harlow has no authority to
offer you anything,” Jacobus snapped. “We have terminated his
services.”

Convinced this wasn’t his problem, Fred signed
a one-year agreement to manage the PGA tournament affairs and took
off directly for California and the Los Angeles Open, first stop on
the winter tour. If he had the idea he was embarking on a carefree
transcontinental junket, the minefield he entered of cliques,
conflicting loyalties, strong personalities, and demanding sponsors
set him straight quickly.

The tournament was played at Griffith Park and
Horton Smith collared Fred as he arrived and called him into the
Park’s restaurant. Fred thought he was on friendly terms with
Horton, but Horton went after him like a prosecuting attorney,
digging at him with questions about his background and
qualifications for the job. At one point, Fred felt as if he should
to go back to the gate and buy a ticket just to watch the
tournament.

“Listen, Horton, I came to
California to do the job I was hired for,” Fred said, in a
discussion that was a little too loud and animated for the comfort
of the others in the restaurant. “And I’m going to do it in the
best way I know how.”

“You don’t know anything about the
way the PGA works,” Horton shouted. “Do you know who pays you
salary?” Not yet having received a check, Fred waited for Horton to
tell him the new facts of life. “Why it’s paid out of a $25,000
fund pumped into the PGA Tournament Bureau by the golf equipment
manufacturers. And you know the company I represent and the
companies that Lawson Little and Harry Cooper and Johnny Thompson
represent make big contributions to that fund, so while you may
think you’re working for George Jacobus, you’ll be answering to
us.” He poked his finger on Fred’s shoulder when he said “you” and
on his own chest when he said “us.” And he didn’t stop
there.

“The manufacturers carry a big
stick, and they might just have something to say about how the PGA
tour is handled, especially if it’s not handled the way they want
it.” The threat was oblique, but it was clear enough to send Fred
sprinting to the nearest telephone to call Jacobus and relay the
conversation with Smith.

“Don’t pay any attention to him,”
Jacobus assured him. “He’s no longer a member of the tournament
committee and has nothing to say about the way its affairs are
conducted.” George also let it be known that the PGA now was on
very cordial terms with its banker. Money was rolling in from
royalties on PGA golf ball sales, and the association was in robust
financial condition. “Some members, in fact, are in a mood to issue
a declaration of independence from the equipment manufacturers,” he
said.

But Fred’s hazing was only just beginning. Even
as he talked to Jacobus, a group was circulating a petition calling
for Fred’s dismissal and planning a campaign with more
sophisticated weapons for later. This move to oust Corcoran had
some support among the pros, spearheaded by the “equipment
players,” who were different from the “exhibition
players.”

The real headliners—like Walter Hagen, Tommy
Armour, the Scottish-American champion, and Gene Sarazen—didn’t
play the tournament circuit. In those days, the solid money was
made in exhibitions. Hagen and Sarazen, at that time, were off on
world tours, carrying the gospel of golf to the high society. Tony
Manero, the reigning U.S. Open Champion, had stayed in Florida to
comb the coconut palms for exhibition fees. And the great Texas
tournament stars—Nelson, Hogan, Mangrum and Demaret—were still
standing in the wings.

The equipment group represented the key
journeymen and top attractions on the tournament trail and when
Smith herded them into line behind Bob Harlow, things looked bleak
for Fred. But the equipment makers got wind of the plot and passed
down word to their players to withdraw their names from the
petition to oust Fred. After that, the only names left on the sheet
belonged to some diddy-bumps and a guy named Joe. And oddly, the
overwhelming majority of them didn’t even belong to the PGA, which
in those days required a five-year apprenticeship as a condition of
membership.

And Fred had some friends, too. Henry Picard
was the first to come to his defense. Henry was a pro from
Plymouth, down on the South Shore, and he knew Fred from the
Massachusetts Golf Association. “Fred, I don’t care what they say.
You just do a good job and you’ll be okay with me. And that goes
for the rest of the boys on this tour.”

“Thanks, Henry, I can’t tell you
what your vote of confidence means to me,” Fred told him. “I’ll
never forget this.” And when Fred said he’d never forget something,
he never did. His word was his business currency. A handshake was
his contract.

Somehow, Fred survived the Los Angeles Open and
headed for Oakland and the second stop on the tour. He barely had
time to unpack his bags at the Hotel Leamington when he was
summoned to a players’ meeting in the hotel, called by Horton
Smith. Showing surprisingly poor judgment, Horton had also invited
the Bay Area golf writers. Or perhaps it was just a measure of the
temper behind the move to gun Corcoran down. Someone was prepared
to risk pulling down the whole tournament structure to get rid of
him.

In any event, Smith took the floor and made a
strong plea for the reinstatement of Harlow. “Harlow knows the
game, he knows the players, and he’s done a great job building the
tour. How do you expect to top him? How can you do it
better?”

Fred, again feeling like he was on trial,
started to defend himself before quickly switching to the offense.
“Look,” he said. “I have signed a one-year contract to serve as the
PGA’s Tournament Manager and I propose to do just that, to the best
of my ability,” he added. “And to do this, I will need the
cooperation of all the tournament players, not just some of
you.

“I didn’t go looking for this job,”
he explained. “I’m an innocent bystander in a feud that started
long before I got to the first tee. You men have to work this out
among yourselves. I was brought in at the end and hired to run the
tournaments and that’s all I want to do. You can fight this out
forever if you want. Just leave me out of it!”

“Yeah, well, you took Harlow’s job,”
someone shouted.

“I didn’t take any man’s job from
him,” Fred shouted back. “This job was vacant when it was offered
to me, and I was one of ten men who were considered for it. Any one
of these ten men could be standing here now, trying to defend
himself. All I ask for is fair play.”

Fred then told them about receiving the two
letters from Bob Harlow after the locker room discussion at
Pinehurst. He described them as “letters of agreement.”

At this point, Smith left the room, raced
upstairs, and returned a few minutes later with copies of the
letters. When Fred saw them in his hand, his growing suspicion that
he was being boxed was confirmed.

Horton took the floor. “These so-called
‘letters of agreement,’” he said, “are just letters asking Corcoran
to go to work for Harlow. Let me read them to you.”

When he finished, Harry Hayward, the veteran
golf writer for the San Francisco Examiner, got to his feet. “If
Harlow was going to hire him to run the tour,” he asked, “then what
the hell’s wrong with the PGA hiring him to do the same
thing?”

This was a good question and Horton realized
that he had come up short on his putt. Hayward went on from there.
“You’ve given us enough ammunition today to blow a hole in the PGA
tour,” he said. “You made a serious mistake when you invited the
press here. But I, for one, am going to bury this story, and do you
know why? Not out of consideration for all of you. You jerks don’t
deserve any consideration. You’re behaving like a bunch of kids.
But there are a lot of sponsors, up and down the line, that have a
lot at stake. They deserve some consideration. They’re putting up a
lot of money and expect golf tournaments, not public debates.
Meanwhile, I’d suggest you get your house in order.”

To the great credit of the men who covered the
golf beat, they treated Fred fairly right from the
beginning.










Chapter 7




Something else happened at the 1937 Oakland
tournament that signaled the dawn of a new era in American golf—and
took the pressure off Fred by focusing interest elsewhere. A rangy
and picturesque boy from the Back Creek Mountains of Virginia
rolled in to win the tournament. It was the greatest thing that
could have happened to golf—and to Fred. Sam Snead suddenly
exploded all over the sports pages.

The night before the first morning of the
tournament, Fred had foolishly promised to deliver a dozen touring
professionals to the Lake Merritt Club for a breakfast with the
local businessmen. It was all part of promoting the 1937 Oakland
Open, and at 6:30 in the morning in the lobby of the hotel,
Corcoran and Snead glided into each other’s lives. Snead was a
boney youngster who didn’t think anything of getting up at six a.m.
Fred didn’t think very much of it either, especially after telling
stories all night the night before. “I always gave Snead the honor
of being the most interesting person I ever met at 6:30 in the
morning,” Fred teased.

“Are you a golf professional?” Fred
asked the young man who was waiting near the door in the lobby of
the hotel, looking a little lost.

“Yes, sir. Ah’m Snead,” he drawled,
“Sam Snead and I heard there was a free breakfast. This is only my
second week on the tour and I’m not quite sure where I’m supposed
to go.” Sam had a slow smile that lighted up his sharp, tanned
face.

It was Fred’s second week on the PGA tour, too,
and he should have known better than to guarantee anything to
anyone. He didn’t remember seeing Sam among the dozen pros who
solemnly swore they would attend the breakfast, but he was pleased
to see someone had shown up.

Fred had no idea whether this kid could play
golf, but a quick glance gave Fred a hunch he could. Sam was tall,
slender and athletic. He had been an all-star in basketball,
football and baseball in high school and probably could have gone
on to play any of these sports in college. But he had broken his
arm playing football in his senior year and had taken to swinging a
golf club to help it mend.

Sam and Fred quickly sized each other up and
decided to get along. That was the start of a personal and
professional relationship that would survive intact for nearly a
half century.

“Well, Sam,” Fred said after
watching the minute hand rack up fifteen points, “it looks like
it’s just you and me. Let’s go.”

“Mr. Corcoran,” he said, “I’d like
for you to tell ‘em I’m from the Greenbrier Hotel in White Sulphur
Springs, West Virginia, if you don’t mind. They pay me $45 a month
to represent ‘em.”

Fred put his hand on Sam’s shoulder as if they
had been friends for years. “I’ll tell them anything you want me
to.”

Fred flagged a cab and together they headed off
to the Lake Merritt Club where 500 of the local citizens had
assembled to stare sleepily at an unknown face who claimed he was a
professional golfer, and whose name they’d recall was Stan Speed,
or something like that.

The weather cleared later that morning, and
after the first round that day, the scoreboard marker had narrowed
it down to “Sam Sneed.” And as Snead took the lead and held it, the
writers badgered Fred for background information that he couldn’t
supply. “Let me go find him,” he said, before taking off, being one
of the few who actually knew what Snead looked like.

Three days later, every golf fan in the United
States had the correct spelling of Sam Snead’s name. Playing in his
second PGA tournament, Sam won it with a score of 270. He also
picked up a check for $1,200, which was more money than Sam had
ever seen gathered together in one place.

Fred waited for Sam as he walked off the 18th
green and steered him to the pressroom where the writers asked him
to stand on a banquet table while they fired questions at him. The
room was blue with cigarette and cigar smoke and Sam didn’t like
that. He was grumpy and uncomfortable and he wanted no part of this
inquisition. When a photographer, kneeling on the floor, fired a
flash in Snead’s eyes, Sam had enough. Like a tomcat on a mountain
side, he jumped off the table, over the head of the photographer
and bolted from the room. The photo that nearly blinded him was the
famous picture that turned up the next day in The New York
Times.

“Sam,” Fred called when he appeared
in the lobby of the hotel early the next morning. “Come here, I
want to show you something,” he said, pulling out the newspaper
that was wedged under his arm. “Look! You got your picture in the
paper.”

Sam leaned in to get a better look at the
photo. “Why, that’s me alright,” he said, turning the pages of the
paper to see the front page. “How’d they get my picture? This is
The New York Times and I ain’t never been to New York.”

Fred, of course, told the story to everyone he
met, and the sports- writers had a field day with this comment.
Snead was on his way to becoming a true character, with Fred as the
promoter of many an attributable line or “Sneadism.”

A few days later Fred received a wire from the
Miami News Bureau. “How good is this Snead?” they asked. He wired
back: “He’s the best swinger of a golf club I’ve ever seen.” The
Los Angeles Times the next morning carried a story datelined Miami,
with a headline that read: “Snead Picked to Win U.S.
Open.”

“Who picked me to win the Open?”
Snead complained to Fred. “I didn’t say I was going to win it. I
don’t want them laughing at me if I don’t.”

“So maybe you should win it,” Fred
told him, half in jest. “It would make a great story.”

They were close—Sam finished second to Ralph
Guldahl’s record 281. And little did anyone know, at the time, that
Sam’s not winning the Open would become the story to haunt him for
the rest of his life. By the time Sam Snead would retire from golf
some thirty years later, he would win 82 PGA Tour events with seven
major titles. The U.S. Open, however, would never be one of them,
even though he finished second four times.

Sam’s hillbilly background provided the golf
writers with a wonderful canvas for some pretty wild portraits. And
Fred pled guilty to furnishing them with some of their colors. Sam
was never the country bumpkin he was painted to be, but somehow he
always seemed to come off the printed page looking like one with
his twang, his innocence and his mail-order clothes. He came down
out of the mountains of West Virginia, but he was a quick study and
had a keen, shrewd mind. He discovered the pockets of that
hillbilly costume were lined with gold and he wore it with relish.
And Sam himself enjoyed his role. His own fertile imagination kept
pace and he contributed a few gems to the growing file of
Sneadisms.

The golf caravan drifted south for the Bing
Crosby Open at Rancho Santa Fe, where Fred stumbled onto another
battleground. The California section of the PGA had issued an
executive order closing the Crosby tournament to all but PGA
members. This, of course, would bar a number of prominent players
who were not PGA members, including Lawson Little, a great
attraction, especially in his native California.

Fred, dressed in his trademark tie and jacket,
was standing behind the 18th green during practice play when Bing
Crosby came up to him. “Look,” he said, “I don’t want any
unpleasantness, and I don’t want to join a union over this, but
what does it all mean? Why can’t I have anyone I want play in my
tournament?”

The players themselves had confirmed that it
was an open tournament, so there Fred was, in the middle again. He
agreed with Bing that he had a valid point. So they put in a call
to Jacobus who, in turn, got the PGA national office to overrule
the California section. Fred escaped this battle without a scratch
and with a new Hollywood pal.

But as soon as that storm blew over, another
one appeared. And this was real, with black storm clouds—a deluge,
in fact. For three days it rained so hard and so persistently that
nobody even left the Carlsbad Hotel. On Saturday night Bing came
down to the hotel and found Fred, sitting at the bar, holding court
with a group of players and press.

Bing pulled Fred away from the group and they
took a seat at the quiet end of the bar. “How many players do we
have on hand?” he asked.

“Oh, I’d say there are about a
hundred,” Fred answered.

Bing pulled out a check from the pocket inside
the jacket he was wearing. “Fred,” he said, “the bridges are washed
out. Even if it stopped raining right now, we wouldn’t get twenty
people down here. I know you boys have a long hop to Houston ahead
of you. Here’s the check for the full purse—$3,000. Do what you
think is fair.”

It was a typical Crosby gesture. “Why, that’s
more than generous, Bing. But I have a contract to play a golf
tournament at Rancho Santa Fe and I propose we play it. And if
there’s any chance the weather will break, I think we should try
and move this clambake out to the course tomorrow and see who wins,
even if it goes only a few holes.” Fred said.

That night the rain stopped, and in the
morning, the sun broke through. Even though the course was soggy,
they played an 18-hole tournament for $3,000 and Sam Snead won it.
He had an amazing 68 on a course that had been reduced to a bog,
and through the generosity of Bing Crosby, everyone left happy.
Fred suggested they rename the tournament the Bing Crosby Pro
Am.










Chapter 8




Sam Snead was now the golden boy of golf and
everyone was asking about him. No Hollywood script writer could
have invented Sam Snead; he was the real deal and he made wonderful
copy. He had the flavor and tang of authenticity, plus the magic
that promoters dream about, that extra quality that brings people
to the ticket window waving their money. Sponsors all along the
line were wiring and phoning. They wanted assurance that Snead
would play their tournaments. And Fred promised to deliver their
new sensation to Augusta. But first, they had to get
there.

Sam and Fred were in Greensboro, North
Carolina, and Sam had received a wire from Bobby Jones inviting him
to play in a special match a few days before the start of the
Masters. But after a two-day postponement at Greensboro, the only
possible way for him to get to Augusta in time was by
airplane.

“We’ll fly together,” Fred told Sam.
“I’ll call the airline.” But the only flight he could find was in a
single-engine charter plane, so he booked it to take the two of
them to Georgia.

When they arrived at the plane, Fred had second
thoughts. The pilot was wearing a Yankees cap, not a good sign for
a life-long Red Sox fan, and blue jeans, something Fred detested.
Blue jeans were for ruffians, not for pilots! “Do you know how to
get to Augusta?” Fred asked.

“Of course I know how to get there,”
the pilot said, tossing a cigarette butt to the ground and pulling
a Shell Oil road map out of his back pocket to prove it. Fred
rolled his eyes and distracted Sam, pushing him in the other
direction. Sam had never flown in an airplane before and was
assessing the situation on his own.

“I ain’t going,” Sam said
stubbornly, pulling away from Fred and backing away from the plane.
“I made a promise to my mother that I would never fly. I’m not
getting in that tuna can.”

“Sam,” Fred said, “if your mother
knew you were going to play with Bob Jones she’d say, ‘Sam, get in
that plane and get down there to Augusta. You can’t leave Mr. Jones
waiting on the first tee.’” Reluctantly, Sam permitted himself to
be strapped into the plane, but he didn’t enjoy one minute of that
ride. And his pain only increased when he learned the charter would
cost him $87.

Right after they took off, Fred’s knuckles went
white when he looked up at the pilot. Behind the curtain that
separated them, on the floor, he saw the Shell road map, stretched
out and held open by the pilot’s feet. He flew the whole time
following the roads below. But the duo got to Augusta in time for
Sam’s golfing date with Jones where he scored a 68 on the Augusta
National course the first time he ever set foot on it, beating the
Old Master himself by a couple of strokes.

The Masters champ that year was another new
face on the tour—a young man from Texas named Byron Nelson, who
made up six strokes on Ralph Guldahl on the final stretch to win
his first major title.

Then it was on to Houston. But the next day,
Sam went to Fred with a disturbing piece of news. “Fred,” he said,
fidgeting nervously, “if it’s alright, I’d like to pass up this
here Houston tournament.”

Fred froze like a setter. “You
what?”

Sam stared off in the direction of Montana.
“You see,” he drawled, “I’ve got a chance to pick up some money
playing exhibitions. I had a call from Joe Kirkwood.”

“Kirkwood!” Fred shouted, his anger
rising and manifesting itself on his lower lip, which he bit when
he was angry. Just when he had stopped feeling skittish, just as he
stopped checking under his bed every night like an old maid, just
when he had stopped thinking everyone was out to get him, one of
Bob Harlow’s boys surfaced to threaten his peace of mind. He
smelled a rat somewhere in the distance, like a back-alley deal
meant to embarrass him by snatching away the top gate attraction of
the tour. Fred called George Jacobus and relayed the alarming
news.

There was silence at the other end of the line,
and then George replied, “Why don’t you sign Snead to an
agreement?”

“Is that ethical?” Fred
asked.

“Why not?” Jacobus
countered.

Fred had no defense against this kind of
reasoning, so he promptly drafted an agreement which Sam readily
signed, stating that Fred was Sam’s sole representative in
exhibitions and other matters. This piece of paper marked the start
of a business relationship with Sam that continued over many years.
As his representative, Fred helped fill with cash a few of those
tomato cans that Sam supposedly buried in his back yard. Fred
picked up a dollar or two along the way on percentage, but he said
more than once, that he happily would have waived any part of the
action for the privilege and pleasure of knowing Sam.

Houston, incidentally, was a great tournament—a
financial and artistic success. Fred had done the legwork up front
and had in his pocket the PGA check for $3,000 to guarantee the
purse. This was the custom in those days when sponsors were few and
wary, and the gate was as undependable as the weather. But the
Houston tournament paid off the nut, including the purse, and
produced a substantial surplus for the Red Cross. Fred was able to
return the uncashed PGA check to the Chicago office.

The 1937 Houston Open was a landmark moment in
PGA tournament history. It was the last time the PGA had to
guarantee the purse. From that point forward Fred was able to
convince the sponsors, usually the local Chambers of Commerce or
other civic-minded groups, that it was their responsibility for
covering the prize money.

“Think of what this tournament will
do for your town,” Fred would tell them. “I’m bringing in 100
touring professionals who need hotel rooms and cars to go back and
forth to the tournament. And they need to eat and they like to go
out at night and see the town. Some of them have wives or
girlfriends along and they want to have a good time, too. Why, I
bet each man will spend about $100 during the week. That’s $10,000
extra these players are spending in your town. And all I’m asking
you for is a $3,000 purse. You’ll make money on the
tournament.”

Fred would go on. “And think of the goodwill
you’ll create, especially if you give some money to charity, and
the good publicity you’ll get. All over the papers, people will
read about what a great time everyone had in Houston or Los Angeles
or wherever we are. They’ll want to come here to play golf on the
same course the Open or the Championship was played on. They’ll buy
golf clubs and golf balls and golf clothes. And if you make extra
money, you can give some to charity, and everyone will feel
good.”

Fred had learned how to close a deal back in
the days when he sold shoes, and as a salesman, he was charming.
But what he said was also true, and his arithmetic was simple and
convincing. Never again did the PGA office have to mail Fred a
guarantee check. And never again, on Fred’s watch, did a tournament
sponsor fail to meet its obligation.

Fred noticed something else interesting around
this time. When a tournament was connected with a charity, such as
the Crosby Pro-Am was, everyone was happier. He saw the power a
tournament had to raise money for the charity, but also, to get
everyone talking about it. Plus, charities came with volunteers,
and golf tournaments needed a lot of hands on deck. Teaming with a
charity brought free labor to the course and the charity itself
brought more spectators to the tournament. Local businesses were
more willing to get on board or donate items and many expenses
became tax-deductible. Golf became the first sport to raise money
for hospitals, youth programs, the Red Cross and health
issues.










Chapter 9




Fred was quick to parade his new client around
Boston, where he set up a few exhibition matches for Sam. And with
a new sense of his own celebrity, Sam hit the links the next
morning with a large crowd waiting. In those matches, Sam played
for the gate, which those days, usually ran one dollar per
person.

When Fred stopped by Sam’s hotel room to pick
him up for dinner that evening, he found him sitting on the floor,
counting those one dollar bills and stacking them in neat piles of
ten, like they were playing cards.

“You know, Sam,” Fred reminded him
gently, “there are certain expenses that come off the top of the
gate. For instance, there’s the guy who made all the arrangements
for this match. He usually gets ten percent.” Fred’s brother John
had gone to some expense in helping to arrange these
matches.

Snead paused in his calculations and just
glared at Fred. “Whad’ya mean?” he blustered. “For what?” He tapped
himself on the chest as he emphasized, “I was the guy out there
playing, not you or your brother John.”

“Well, yes, that’s true, Sam. But
how many people do you think watched you play? How big was your
gallery?” Sam didn’t answer.

“Why I’d say there were 1,200 people
there today. Am I right?” Fred asked.

Finally, grumbling away like a summer storm
rolling across the West Virginia hills and reaching an
understanding of sorts, Sam counted out 123 dollar
bills.

Sam’s legendary thrift is pretty well
documented but Fred played it up, feeding stories to the press that
keep Snead’s name on the page while endearing him to the public.
One evening in Chicago, Sam joined Fred and some others for an
evening at the Chez Paree, which had a minimum charge of $3.50 per
person. This minor detail was missed by Sam, who thoroughly enjoyed
a Coca-Cola which he shrewdly nursed through the revels. When he
got his check for $7.00 he grumbled and fidgeted. “I only had one
Coke,” he complained.

Fred explained the economics of the minimum
charge and Sam’s face darkened. Then he reached for the menu,
scanned it quickly, and ordered a $6.00 bottle of wine which he
tucked under his arm and strode out. The next day, Fred found Sam
in the locker room, offering the bottle of wine to the highest
bidder, determined to recoup his losses. Fred always said, “If
Walter Hagen was known as the first man to make a million dollars
in golf and spend it, Sam Snead was the first to make a million—and
save two million.”




The PGA Tour in those days was like a traveling
circus and Fred was unofficial Master of Ceremonies, the go-to guy,
the advance man, and the guy who made it all happen. But he was
also in the unenviable position as judge and jury, interpreting and
enforcing the rules. For every ruling he made, someone was happy
and someone wasn’t. It was a hell of a position to be in, he would
say often. And he, like everyone else, had his likes and
dislikes.

But skirmishing within the PGA finally died
away. Nearly all the players were satisfied now that Fred was in
there working for them, and most of them were tired of the
bickering and feuding. And Fred drew powerful support from an
unexpected source about this time—one of the leading manufacturers
of golf equipment pledged the full support of all his leading
players under contract.

So when the call came in July of 1937 to
journey to England to manage the 1937 Ryder Cup team, Fred jumped
at the opportunity. With Snead as a player, Walter Hagen as the
captain, that famous team included the top players in America—Ed
Dudley, Ralph Guldahl, Gene Sarazen, Henry Picard, Byron Nelson,
Tony Manero, Denny Shute and Johnny Revolta.

Several wives came along on that junket, and
since Sam and Fred were both single then, they traveled together
from Manhattan on a steamship of the same name. Sam had never been
on a ship before, which gave Fred many mischievous
opportunities.

“When is this boat going to stop?”
Sam asked Fred several times the first day.

“Sam, this isn’t a Greyhound bus
with rest stops along the way,” Fred said.

“You mean we’re going to just keep
going like this for five days?”

Fred didn’t have the heart to tell him the
truth. “I’ll check with the captain,” he finally said that day
after lunch, only to return an hour later with this report.
“There’s an island up ahead in the middle of the ocean. I told him
you wanted to stop so he said he would steer that way and tie up
for a while. Maybe they’ll have a driving range there, and you can
give a quick exhibition,” he added just for fun.

As the day wore on, Sam gave up on Fred and
began pestering the captain for more information about this island.
The captain thought Sam was referring to “Ireland” and said we
didn’t put in there. It all got rather muddled and Sam began losing
confidence in Fred right then.

But the next day, he still had enough faith in
Fred to make possible an unpardonable hoax. Sam got seasick and
took to his bunk in misery. Fred went down to the stateroom to
cheer him up, bringing along a man from Boston named Gordon who he
had met on deck. At Fred’s insistence, Gordon introduced himself as
“Doctor” Gordon and he proceeded to take Sam’s pulse and thump his
chest.

“The only thing for you to do, Sam,”
said Gordon weightily, “is to get up and dress, and go up to the
salon and dance. Dancing is the best cure for
seasickness.”

Poor Sam dragged himself off his bed of pain,
dressed, and went up to dance. He was a pretty fair dancer, too.
Even though he looked a little green, he quickly became the dancing
star of the voyage. And every time he withdrew to his stateroom,
“Doctor” Gordon would pop in and rally him for another set on the
dance floor. When Sam learned Gordon was a quack, he didn’t speak
to Fred for the rest of the evening.

All along, Walter Hagen planned on meeting Fred
in London. He was off on a world exhibition tour and had told Fred
that he would reach London in time to meet them, which only gave
Fred one more thing to worry about. But true to his word, Hagen was
standing on the station platform looking fresh and debonair when
the boat train arrived from Plymouth at two a.m.

While the luggage was being sorted and the
hatboxes were being loaded aboard taxis, Hagen drew Fred
aside.

“You’ll have to help me identify
these wives,” he said. “Some I know, but most of them I’ve never
met.” Fred confessed that he didn’t know many of them either. Hagen
thought for a moment and then sprang into action. As the wives
stepped off the train he gave each one a little hug and called her
“Sugar.” From that point on, Fred, too, called many an un-named
beauty “Sugar.”

Until Hagen and Gene Sarazen came along,
American golf existed in a vacuum. American golfers stood with
their backs to the Atlantic and either didn’t know or didn’t care
that the game had any roots. But on this trip, Hagen and Sarazen
turned their faces to the wellspring of golf. Walter was never
happier than when, as a player or a captain, he was leading an
American team of professionals over to Britain. He believed every
American professional worthy of the name owed it to himself and to
the game to play in at least one British Open championship. Or The
Open, as he called it.

Sam Snead, along with the other American Ryder
Cuppers, played in the 1937 British Open at Carnoustie, following
the matches that year. But he didn’t play well and he didn’t go
back, and no amount of money could convince him
otherwise.

Soon, Sam and Fred headed to the White Sulphur
Springs Open in Sam’s home state of West Virginia. The winner’s
take was $700 from a $3,000 purse, and on the heels of the huge
$12,500 purse from the tournament at Belmont, Fred’s old course,
Sam expressed some concern. He and Fred got into a friendly
argument over the worth of the prize, the size of the purse, and
the value of a nickel.

“Seven hundred dollars isn’t a lot
for the winner,” Sam told Fred the night before the start of the
tournament.

“What do you mean?” Fred argued.
“Think of what you can buy with $700.” Snead just shrugged and
dangled the change in his pocket, but Fred had an idea. Fred
considered any idea a valuable one if it was original and worthy of
generating positive publicity.

Unbeknownst to Snead, Fred made arrangements
the day before the final round that if Sam won, he would be paid in
nickels. It took a bushel basket filled with 14,000 nickels to
deliver the $700 prize, which Sam carried off proudly, smiling from
ear to ear, lending more legend to the tale that Snead still had
the first nickel he ever won.

This same characteristic was reflected in Sam’s
attitude toward bar bills and dinner checks. Sam never polished any
bars with his elbows, but had an occasional cocktail. Even so,
you’d never find him doing handsprings on a tabletop at three a.m.
or giving a party in a hotel room late at night. Some of the
high-living players on the tour resented this resolve. Maybe they
envied his success and strength of character without ever balancing
the two factors in the equation. And human nature being the
miserable thing it is, they sniped at him frequently. In turn, this
contributed to a growing legend of frugality which had just enough
substance to it to fuel the rumor mill.

Actually, Sam was a slow-motion check snatcher.
It wasn’t that he was ungenerous. He was simply a product of a
hardscrabble life in the hills where he caddied barefoot because
shoes were something you saved for school and church. Consequently,
he never acquired the habit of throwing his money
around.

Fred told the story about the time he and Sam
were sitting around in Miami, having a drink with some New York
sportswriters who were traveling with the Giants football team.
Later, Fred said, “You know, Sam, you missed a fine opportunity to
make a favorable impression on the writers.”

“What are you talking about?” he
asked.

“I’m not suggesting you can buy
friends, or even buy a good press,” he told him, “but for ten bucks
you can be a big leaguer to these guys. Pick up a check now and
then. You can afford it.”

Sam nodded. “I will,” he promised, “I
will.”

The next day, they fell in with Bill
Cunningham, Gerry Moore and Burt Whitman, Boston sportswriters
covering the spring-training camp of the Red Sox. They all had
lunch together and, again, it was a modest tab. Fred waited for Sam
to make his move but his reach again didn’t go anywhere near the
check. So Fred paid and again teased Sam.

Sam listened without saying a word, and then he
nodded earnestly. “Okay, Fred, I’ll pay it next time. I
swear.”

“You will?” Fred asked. “But when? I
told you about this before.”

Sam looked chastened. “I thought you meant when
you aren’t around!” And that was the day Fred learned what business
managers are for.

In addition to feeding the press and the
feeding of stories to the press, Fred was always looking for show.
Chicago’s Wrigley Field opened that year with what would become a
legendary scoreboard placed in center field, over 400 feet from
home plate. There was much written about its distance from home
plate. People wondered if any baseball player would ever hit the
sign with a baseball. Immediately, Fred had an idea.

“Sam, can you come to Chicago next
Tuesday,” Fred said in an excited voice, as he told Sam about the
scoreboard. “As a stunt, I’ve arranged for you to hit the
scoreboard with a drive from home plate. I’m betting you can hit it
with your eyes closed and that no batter will ever hit it with a
baseball.”

“I don’t have to close my eyes, do
I?” Sam laughed as he agreed, delighted to have the publicity and
the good time that Fred promised.

Sam was also one of the most natural athletes
Fred had ever seen. Sam could kick the top of a seven-foot doorway
from a dead stand-still even as he got older, but like many men, he
was obsessed with his balding head. He was always trying
hair-growth treatments and donned a hat at an early age that came
off only on rare occasions.

On one trip, Fred roomed next door to Sam and
puzzled by a thumping sound he had heard coming from his room, he
pulled Johnny Bulla, Sam’s roommate, aside the next
morning.

“What was going on in your room last
night?” Fred demanded an answer from Bulla.

“I know it’s silly,” said Johnny,
“but Sam’s walking on his hands to make his hair grow. Something
about the blood rushing to the scalp and stimulating the
follicles.” Fred just shook his own head of thick, dark
hair.

On the way to the Los Angeles Open in 1938,
Fred got a call from Babe Didrikson, who was also on her way to Los
Angeles. “Can you get me some exhibition matches when I get to
town?” she asked. She had improved her game considerably over the
years since they had met, and she had worked hard on enhancing her
femininity, softening her hard edges to make herself more appealing
as a woman golfer.

“I wish I could put you in the
tournament,” Fred said.

“Can you do that?” she exclaimed.
“Oh, Fred, that would be terrific.” She started to go on but Fred
interrupted her.

“Wait a second before you get all
excited,” he said, trying to cover himself and calm her down. “I
said I wish I could put you in. It’s not the right time. You’ve got
to turn pro first.”

“Yeah, and I’m still trying to turn
amateur,” she laughed. “Well, can you find me a match with the
biggest man in town?”

Fred’s mental Rolodex started churning,
sparking an idea that would change her life. “I’ve got just the
right guy in mind,” he chuckled to himself at his sheer brilliance.
“He’s a big guy, must weigh about 240 pounds. His name is George
Zaharias and he’s a wrestler.”

“The bigger the better,” Babe said,
agreeing to play the day before the start of the tournament. Now
all Fred had to do was to convince George to play against a
woman.

The handsome, black-haired Zaharias was against
the match at first but the moment he laid eyes on Babe, he was
taken by her. By the end of the round, they were posing for
photographers, his big arms around her in various wrestling holds.
She shot an 82 that day and George beat her by one stroke. Their
courtship started immediately and in less than a year, they were
wed.
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The late 1930s and the years leading up to the
outbreak of World War II saw important changes in professional
golf. As with any passage of time, and especially in sports, there
was a changing of the guard. Taking center stage with Sam Snead
were two young men from Texas, Ben Hogan and Byron Nelson, along
with the colorful Jimmy Demaret right on their heels. These new
giants of the game became the new Big Four, replacing the equipment
foursome which was fading on the fairways. Ralph Guldahl was still
playing and in fact had won two Open championships, but he lacked
gate appeal.

At the same time, tournament golf was booming,
thanks in part to some of the ways Fred promoted the game. For
instance, when the tour went to North Carolina on the same weekend
as the Duke-North Carolina football game, Fred suspended play on
that day and arranged for his pros to stage a “Closest to the Pin”
contest at halftime during the game. The pros lined up on the
opposite goal lines and simultaneously chipped to the 50-yard line.
The crowd, generally unfamiliar with golf, loved it.

But several factors contributed to this growth
as well. For one thing, all the equipment manufacturers scrambled
onto the tournament bandwagon, taking off the caps of their
fountain pens and signing players the way United Artists signed
movie stars. Spalding had enjoyed a virtual monopoly in this field,
and now, Wilson and MacGregor entered the bidding. Wilson was the
first company to sign a woman professional when L.B. Icely
contracted with Betty Hicks and sent her off on a world exhibition
tour with Gene Sarazen.

With every manufacturer carrying a stable of
pros who were booked out on free exhibitions and clinics, the old
fee exhibition circuit withered on the vine. Now the money lay in
tournament play, and the tour was beginning to lengthen into a
full-time, year-round schedule.

Also, the economy and the spirit of the
American people were both prospering after climbing out of the
Great Depression. Americans were jingling spending money in their
pockets for the first time in a decade and they were starved for a
little taste of high living. People were breaking down the gates to
get into any sports spectacle, and sponsors with leather-bound
checkbooks appeared on the scene.

Elmer Ward was the president of the Palm Beach
Company, makers of summer-weight men’s clothing. As a former New
England amateur champion, he also knew his way around a golf
course. He had met Fred a few times, who more than once had
suggested that Elmer put on a golf tournament. And when they met at
a restaurant in New York in 1937, Fred had an idea for something a
little different.

Elmer brought Steve Hannagan, the publicity
genius who invented Miami Beach, to the meeting. Hannagan didn’t
think much of golf tournaments, but after Fred outlined a scheme
for a round-robin type of contest, using twelve to sixteen players,
he fell in with the idea enthusiastically.

The Palm Beach Round Robin kicked off in 1938
with a field of fifteen players who would play seven rounds in five
threesomes for a total of 126 holes. They had to call in the
mathematicians from MIT to work out the complicated scoring system
for the traveling matches, but the format remained unchanged from
1938 to 1946. A player earned or lost points on each hole, in a
match-play style, based on his score versus his two opponents for
that round. The groups were shuffled after every round so that each
player played one round against every other player. The player with
the most points after seven rounds won.

The tournament proved a tremendous success
until the PGA ordered it off the slate in 1955 because it didn’t
give employment to enough pros. Through Elmer Ward, the tournament,
then called the Goodall Palm Beach Round Robin, had raised a total
of $600,000 for charities. And Sam Snead won it five times,
including the first and last time it was played.

Sponsors started to come in all shapes and
sizes and previous conditions of rectitude. In 1938 an amiable golf
enthusiast of mysterious resources underwrote a 108-hole tournament
at the Fenway Golf Club, outside New York City. He had a peculiar
aversion to photographers, and every time a camera began to focus,
the sponsor would position himself behind a large person or tree.
In fact, he even declined to make the prize presentation and Fred
wound up handing Sam Snead his $5,000 first-prize check in an
automobile parking lot in the pouring rain. A few years later in
1942, the men in blue came for the sponsor and took him away to the
Federal pokey. It seemed he was in the printing business, with
bogus whiskey labels as his mainstay.

Then there was that prominent southern
gentleman from Charleston, South Carolina, who had some real or
fancied grievance against the gentlemen who ran the Augusta
National Golf Club. He wanted to run a tournament in direct
competition with the Masters. “Money is no object,” he said when he
invited Fred to his home to discuss it. “I’m prepared to pay
whatever it takes to bust the Masters off the map.”

The man aroused Fred’s curiosity and Fred had
the foresight to take Ed Dudley with him. Ed, in addition to being
the Chairman of the PGA Tournament Committee, was also the touring
professional from Augusta National, where the Masters was
held.

“Would you look at this place,” Fred
said as they pulled up to a set of enormous white-iron gates,
attended by a black man wearing white gloves, who sent a young boy
up to the house to announce their arrival. “This looks just like
Tara from Gone with the Wind,” he said as they drove for about a
half mile on a long, wide, gravel driveway that was flanked by
trees.

After hearing the man out, Fred and Ed went
back to the car drove off, and as soon as they turned the corner,
Fred turned to Dudley and said, “Let’s find a phone
booth.”

“What for?” Dudley asked.

“I want to call him back and tell
him we can’t schedule his tournament,” Fred said. “The Masters is a
fixture. There isn’t anything we can do with or for him, and we may
as well let him know now.”

“Well,” said Ed, “why don’t we just
turn around and go back there and tell him?”

“Ed,” Fred said, “did you notice
those great big dogs this fellow keeps? They looked very
hungry.”

Dudley nodded and began digging in his pocket.
“You’re right,” he said. “Here’s the nickel. I’ll stop at that gas
station up ahead.”

Fred phoned and reported back to Ed. “That
gentleman had a varied and rich vocabulary, one with many
four-lettered words that didn’t spell g-o-l-f.”

Part of Fred’s job on the tour was to keep
everyone happy, which no doubt was an impossible job. He had to
listen to the complaints of the players, both the established stars
and young rabbits, the club members and the tournament committee,
the sponsors, the wives, the caddies, and all who traveled with the
tour’s ever-growing caravan.

The selection of the 1939 American Ryder Cup
team had narrowed down to a bitter debate over filling the last
place. The choice was between Gene Sarazen and Clayton Heafner,
then a rookie with only the Carolinas Open under his belt. The
final decision was being made by the selection committee at that
moment, during the Hershey Open in Pennsylvania. As Fred sat on the
veranda of the clubhouse with Gene and Mary Sarazen, they talked
about the matches which were scheduled for the Ponte Vedra Inn in
Florida. “A rotten choice,” grumbled Gene who rarely bothered to
conceal his opinions on any subject. “Nobody will come out to see
us except the sea gulls.”

Inside, the debate raged over the final
appointment to the team. Fred campaigned in his own way for Gene’s
selection, but he had no official role in the process. And as they
sat there on the porch, waiting to hear, a voice interrupted the
music that played from Mary’s portable radio.

“We interrupt this program to bring
you a bulletin from our newsroom,” the deep voice said as they
heard the sound of teletypes clicking. The voice continued, “We’ve
just been told that Hitler’s troops have crossed the border into
Poland.”

“Well,” Sarazen said, “you won’t
have to worry about the Ryder Cup matches any more. The war is on.”
Sarazen got up from the table and went to the men’s room, while
Fred went off to find out that Heafner had been awarded the tenth
spot on the Ryder Cup team.

But Gene was right and the match was never to
be. The next day’s headlines proclaimed the start of World War II,
and three days later, a cable arrived from Commander R.C.T. Roe,
secretary of the British PGA, informing the PGA with regret that
Britain would not be able to field a team for the 1939 matches. But
Sarazen wouldn’t let it drop. He was furious at not being named,
even though there would be no match that year, and complained to
Fred for weeks.

Fred didn’t feel the impact of Europe’s war on
the PGA tournament program right away. In 1939, it was still
somebody else’s war. The only visible effect it had on the United
States was to advance the throttle one more notch in its defense
effort. This acted like a shot of adrenalin in the arm an economy
already revving up pretty well.

For Fred, it was on to another pre-tournament
publicity event, one that he called a “Bombing Party,” at the Los
Angeles Coliseum, just a few days past New Year’s in 1940. With a
makeshift tee at the east end of the football stadium, Jimmy “Siege
Gun” Thompson drove the ball into the stands on the west end, some
265 yards away. Ben Hogan was the only other player to hit the
stands with his 255-yard effort. Hogan predicted that a bigger man
than him might be able to drive the ball 350 yards some day, a
statement that made most people laugh. Byron Nelson won the
accuracy contest with three shots through the goalposts, and with
extra cash in hand, Hogan and Nelson hit the town that
evening.




Then came George May, the man who put
professional golf on the gold standard. Fred was standing where the
action was, the back of the 18th green at Winged Foot during the
1940 USGA Amateur Championship when one of the amateur players
employed by May found Fred.

“Mr. Corcoran,” he said, “I have a
friend who will put up more money for one tournament than you play
for on the whole circuit.” Nothing held Fred attention like that
kind of talk. He listened intently and agreed to meet May that
evening at the Commodore Hotel in New York. It was there that they
drew up the terms of the first All-American Tournament at May’s
home club, Tam O’Shanter Golf Club near Chicago, with its fantastic
prize schedule.

Unquestionably, George May, a genius of a kind,
contributed more than any other individual to making blatant
capitalists out of the professional golfers. He must have laid out
more than one million dollars in prize money before he soured on
the pros and pulled out of the sponsors’ guild. The final irony is
that before his death there were signs posted all over his golf
course reading, “No PGA Pros Allowed.”

May was the man who wanted to eliminate
caddies, and in the later years at Tam, he succeeded. Everybody who
played the course had to rent an electric cart. He was an
efficiency expert. That was his business. And he had it all figured
out that the more players he could send around his course between
dawn and dusk, the more green fees the club would earn—plus the
cart fees. It was as simple as that. He also had a rule that every
member had to spend a minimum amount of money each month at the
club, something many clubs later adopted.

Fred and May differed on their approaches to
the business of golf. May focused on the gate, seeing golf as
entertainment. The more spectators who came to his facility to
watch an event, the more money he collected in admission and
concession sales. In contrast, Fred saw tournaments as a way to
gain exposure for athletes, manufacturers, charities and the town.
This way of thinking was more in line with Wilson and Spalding, who
regularly hired golf professionals to travel and put on clinics.
Fred felt that sponsoring a tour that was already financially
solvent was a better way for all. But by focusing on the
tournaments, the sponsors risked losing control of the players, so
many of them continued to support individual players, along with
funding Fred’s salary. This set up two groups that would come to
terms later on.

“George gave a lot to golf, but he
also got a lot out of it,” Fred said. “He came up with the notion
of numbering the players in his tournament, an idea that resulted
in the first sit-down strike in the history of tournament golf!
Actually, the idea had its origin a year earlier at Phoenix when I
threw it out as a rainy-day space filler for the local
sportswriters. I proposed giving each player a number that would
identify him with a big moment in his career. The story headline
read, ‘By Their Numbers Ye Shall Know Them.’ For example, I gave
Sarazen the number 2 to represent his double-eagle deuce on the
15th at the 1935 Masters tournament. Hagen would wear Number 11 for
the eleven major championships he had won. Johnny Revolta would be
Number 7 for the fact that he once seven-putted a green. And so
on.”

May picked it up and decided to number his
players on the second day of the tournament. It nearly caused a
riot. Tommy Armour walked off the course, saying, “I wore a number
in the first World War and I’ll be damned if I’ll ever wear one on
the golf course!” The others just declined to tee off.

“May finally backed off and
compromised by pinning the numbers on the caddies, which I thought
was a good idea,” Fred said. “The forgotten man in golf is the poor
fan who pays his way onto the course for the dubious privilege of
being pushed around and scolded, only to guess who is on each tee.
I think the fan is entitled to this much consideration by the pros
who tend to forget that Santa Claus doesn’t just leave that purse
money under the sponsors’ Christmas tree.”

Fred was the king of rainy-day conversations.
As the skies let loose, a group always headed to the clubhouse to
wait out the storm. Fred would hold court as breakfast turned into
lunch and lunch into dinner, and the writers, who were a thirsty
bunch, all needed a story. At one event, Fred fed writers sixteen
different stories in one day. And if there was nothing happening,
Fred would pose questions that would get everyone talking. He was
forever pitting players from different generations against each
other, asking, Who’s the best?” Could Snead take down Francis
Ouimet? Or matching boxer against baseball player on the course.
Could Jack Dempsey beat Ty Cobb on the course? What about Ty Cobb
versus Babe Ruth? The debates raged on long into the nights, and
often made the headline in the morning papers.

“The wonderful thing about making
sports comparisons,” Fred said, “is that everyone is entitled to an
opinion, and no honest difference of opinion ever gets resolved.
The debate just flows on endlessly, like the Hudson River. You pick
your private winners and go through life with them. The debating
trophy goes to the guy who survives the other debaters.”

It was a rainy day when Fred called Gene
Sarazen for a debate. Fred, still on the road, always traveled with
twenty nickels in his pocket and was known to make a bee-line
across a room when he saw a phone booth. Before he left his hotel
room each morning, he would get change for one dollar and then he’d
leave the hotel operator a long list of places he might be if
anyone called looking for him. That was, if he didn’t call them
first.

“You know I should have been on that
team,” Sarazen said, as the conversation rolled on. He was still
miffed about not being named to the 1939 Ryder Cup, even after a
few months had passed.

“But Gene, there isn’t going to be a
team this year,” Fred counseled.

“That doesn’t matter. I should have
been named to it!”

He and Fred were going at it for a few minutes
when Fred had an idea. “How about you pick a team of ten players,
and I’ll call Hagen and have him get the other team together, the
one that was picked, and we’ll organize a charity match. The 1939
U.S. Ryder Cup team, led by Walter Hagen, versus the All-American
Team, led by Gene Sarazen.” Fred hung up and went back to the hotel
desk for more nickels.

In 1940, the PGA accepted the offer by Russell
Gnau, a Detroit sportsman, to sponsor this Red Cross “Challenge”
series at Oakland Hills Country Club in Bloomfield, Michigan. The
match put the ten original players from the 1939 Ryder Cup team as
Hagen’s Ryder Cuppers against Sarazen’s All-American Team, which
included Ben Hogan, Tommy Amour, Jimmy Demaret and Craig Wood. The
event raised $10,000 for the Red Cross even though Hagen’s team
beat Sarazen’s team seven to five. The match was repeated for the
next three years, played also at the Detroit Country Club and Plum
Hallow, and raised $90,000 in total. A.J. Ditman, a Red Cross
representative, called it “one of the greatest golf matches for
charity of all time,” saying it did more to stimulate interest in
American golf than any other match he’d ever seen.









Chapter 11




1940 was a relaxed year for golf, even on the
cusp of the war. Fred and the PGA had proved that golf tournaments,
when properly organized and energetically promoted, were
money-makers, and sponsors were standing in line for dates. Fred
was in the position of bargaining from strength, but he still
wanted to grow the game. He was always hearing about oddball
promotions in golf with someone trying to break a marathon record
of holes played in one day or someone else playing a round with a
whisk broom. This was strange because the game has been governed
from time immemorial by rather stuffy people. Any kind of an
offbeat promotion seemed especially bizarre against this classical
tradition.

So when John Cavanaugh, the hat manufacturer,
tracked Fred down at Augusta during the Masters, Fred threw his own
hat into the promotional ring, coming up with an idea that made the
national news.

“I want you to put on a charity
exhibition for me at my home club in Norwalk, Connecticut,”
Cavanaugh said, “for the benefit of the local hospital.”

“Exhibition golf is pretty dead
right now,” Fred said.

“Oh,” Cavanaugh responded in a way
that made Fred realize how important this was to him. “It’s for a
very good place called the Maternity Hostel, and I was so hoping
you could do something.”

“Well, let me think about it,” Fred
said, buying Cavanaugh a drink at the bar in the clubhouse. “The
problem is that a golf match today doesn’t make any noise above the
regular chatter. I could get you a Hagen and a Sarazen and others,
but why would it make the news? There’s got to be something
different or new about it.”

“Could you guys quiet down?” someone
next to Fred called to a group at the other end of the bar. “There
are golfers putting right outside the door here.” Fred looked
around and noticed two gentlemen shouting at the other near the
door leading out to the 18th green.

Most people can’t explain how they come up with
original ideas but many know exactly when the ideas come to them.
Fred’s came to him that night as he was undressing for bed. He
would put together a celebrity foursome outside of golf, maybe with
a great baseball player or boxer, and pair each with a name pro
like Sarazen or Hagen. That would grab a headline. But it didn’t
stop there. He needed a gimmick as well, and that idea came to him
as he recalled the conversation at the bar earlier that day with
the guy complaining about the noise. Fred’s idea was to take the
game out of the library atmosphere and put it in the stadium.
Instead of requiring the gallery to tiptoe around and speak in
hushed whispers, he decided to create a hullabaloo match, complete
with bells and whistles, boos and music.

Fred’s first call was to Sarazen and once he
explained the idea, Gene, being one who never really got the stuffy
atmosphere that surrounded golf, was quick to sign on. The next
call went to Ty Cobb. Fred had met Cobb in 1937 when he played as
an amateur in the San Francisco and Oakland opens and he and Fred
became good friends. Cobb was a pretty fair golfer and had entered
golf in a big way, playing in whatever tournaments he could. And he
was certainly one who thrived in a stadium atmosphere.

“You want to do what?” Cobb said as
Fred explained the idea.

“We’ll encourage the crowds to whoop
it up, heckle you, just as you’re putting and driving. I’ll get a
band to follow you and play music. It will be a
spectacle.”

“I’d love that. You know how that
revs me up. I’ve never understood why people are so quiet in golf,
like whacking a golf ball somehow requires more concentration that
hitting a fast ball. But I’m not sure I’ll be back east for a
while. I’d tell you to call Ruth, but you know how his game stinks
these days.”

Fred did call Babe Ruth. They had met in 1937
when he joined Babe Didrikson, who referred to herself as “Little
Babe” and to him as “Big Babe,” in a charity match. Sylvia
Annenberg, a regional women’s champion, joined the Babes and John
Montague, the infamous and mysterious trick-shot, rounded out the
foursome at Fresh Meadow in New York.

John Montague was an excellent golfer who was
famous for betting on anything, playing with rakes and shovels,
driving 300 yards, drinking abnormal quantities of liquor, and
reportedly knocking a bird off a telephone line with a golf shot.
He traveled in Hollywood’s circle, befriending Bing Crosby and
Johnny “Tarzan” Weissmuller, before an unauthorized photo revealed
he was actually LaVerne Moore, a former minor-league pitcher who
had been wanted for years for armed robbery. He stood trial, was
acquitted, and was now looking to make some money on the East
Coast. On the day of the match, 12,000 spectators showed up and
dangerously crowded the foursome, causing officials to call the
match before completion, with the “Babes” ahead.

Ruth, now retired from baseball and missing it
greatly, turned all his athletic energy to golf. “If it wasn’t for
golf, I think I’d die,” he told friends. He estimated that he
played more than 300 rounds of golf that year and had become a
regular on the celebrity-golf circuit. And his game didn’t stink.
He was a respectable golfer, maybe even a little better than Cobb.
So when Fred called, Babe joined the party, loving the
idea.

With his two headliners in tow, Fred next
called Gene Tunney, the heavyweight boxing champ from 1926-1928,
who had twice defeated Jack Dempsey, and then he called the
colorful and fun Jimmy Demaret. The happy-go-lucky foursome would
match baseball great Ruth with Demaret versus boxing great Tunney
and Sarazen.

Next Fred added the music. “I’ve just heard
back from Fred Waring and he’s on board with his Pennsylvanians,
but we’ll need a truck or something,” Fred told Cavanaugh, “to
transport the band around the course.

“Okay, a truck. How many will be in
the band?” Cavanaugh was filled with questions.

“I’m not sure, but count on six. And
we’ll need an announcer,” Fred continued. “I’ll want him to do a
play-by-play over a loud speaker, like he’s calling a baseball
game. But I want him to really rattle the cage and get the crowd to
whoop it up. Maybe add some sound effects. Bells and whistles. That
sort of thing.”

“Colonel Stoopnagle, the radio guy
lives near here,” Cavanaugh said. “I could ask him.” Stoopnagle was
part of a well-known radio comedy team who were credited with being
radio’s first satirists.

“Great idea,” Fred said. “Get me his
number and I’ll put it all together.”

A few weeks later at Shorehaven Golf Club, the
foursome teed off to the strains of “Take Me Out to the Ball Game,”
played by Fred Waring and his combo, who had arrived from New York
with trumpets, drums and saxophones, and officiated by Colonel
Stoopnagle of radio fame. While part of the band marched from hole
to hole in a lively beat, others rode with Stoopnagle in a sound
truck.

“And on this first hole,” Stoopnagle
announced, “we have Gene, the mean and lean, Sarazen who plans to
use a putter from the tee. What? Oh…no? He’s not using a putter, he
using a wedge. What? Hey can you get your facts straight. What club
is he using? Someone tell me. Gene! Gene! What club are you driving
with?”

The gallery ate it up, and on it went, with
silly and absurd comments about each shot and each player and each
hole.

“Play on,” Sarazen encouraged the
band. “I can’t wait to get my swing synchronized to that swing
music!”

At one point in the proceedings, as Ruth lined
up a putt, the gallery, out of tournament habit, was politely
silent. Ruth turned to them and said, “How about a little noise
around here? How do you expect me to putt in all this silence?” He
looked around and took a practice swing, using his golf club as a
baseball bat, which evoked cheers and hoots from the
crowd.

With a paid gallery of 6,000, it was a wild
affair and a widely successful one—especially from the publicity
point of view. Time, Life and Newsweek magazines and one radio
network sent reporters to cover it. So did the wire services, which
resulted in photos of the match in hundreds of newspapers across
the country. What’s more, Demaret had a 70 and Sarazen a 71,
proving that all this tippy-toe jazz and finger-on-the lips
business is unnecessary. A good golfer should be able to
concentrate in a factory.

The next day, Fred received a long-distance
call from Harold Pierce, the president of the USGA. “I hear you had
quite a bit of excitement up there in Norwalk the other day,” he
started. “Tell me about it.”

“It was quite a match,” Fred said
cautiously, picking up on the tone of Pierce’s voice as he went on
to relay the events of the day, adding his own color and commentary
and pointing out the match’s promotional value and the publicity
gained.

When he was done, the USGA president chuckled
lightly. “It sounds like a lot of fun,” he said finally, “but I
hope you never do it again.”

Fred heard it as an order, not a
request.




Fred packed up and moved on to Canterbury Golf
Club near Cleveland where he watched as Hagen took his last shot at
the Open Championship only to lose to Lawson Little. A small dinner
had been arranged for Bob Jones at a nearby country club and
Grantland Rice, one of golf’s most respected writers, thought it
would be a nice gesture to have Hagen there. So Fred went into the
locker room to invite him and, of course, Walter said he’d be
delighted to attend.

“Hagen was an immaculate dresser,”
Fred recalled. “In fact, I once asked him what he did about laundry
when he was traveling around. He told me he had clothing depots set
up around the country where he could always replenish his wardrobe
while soiled garments were being cleaned and shipped along in his
wake.”

“That evening he dressed carefully
in a beautiful blue whipcord suit. Unfortunately, the route from
the locker room to the parking lot led through the club grill and
bar where Walter decided we should stop for ‘just one drinkie.’
Well, the bar was crowded with the tournament mob and there was the
inevitable boor who bellied up to Hagen, recalling their meeting at
Memphis five years before—when the clown had waved at him from the
gallery. There’s always one of them around.”

“Walter!” he cornered Hagen. “I saw
you win at Midlothian in 1914. They should build a shrine to your
memory at Midlothian!”

“At that point, of course, somebody
had to jostle the jerk, causing him to spill his drink—a Cuba
Libre—all over Walter’s whipcord suit. A lesser man would have been
tempted to wedge the drunk in the window casement right then and
there. But not Hagen. Apparently unconcerned, he turned to the
bartender and said, ‘My friend seems to have lost his drinkie and
we’ll have to get him another.’”

“Then Hagen fastidiously drew out a
clean handkerchief and mopped a twist of lime from his shoulder.
After a few minutes of patient conversation with the slob, he
excused himself and returned to the locker room where he peeled off
the soiled blue whipcord and carefully dressed all over again in a
freshly pressed white whipcord suit.”




That same year, Fred met Monsignor Robert
Barry, a low handicap golfer himself, who was having lunch at the
famed Thompson’s Spa, across the street from the Boston Globe. He
said, “Tell me, how is Walter Hagen?”

“Well, Father, Walter was in good
spirits and feeling well when I saw him last, which was a few weeks
ago,” Fred said.

“You know,” said the priest, “when I
was going to the monastery, I would drive a couple of hundred miles
on a weekend just to watch him play. There was something about the
man I found fascinating. I enjoyed watching him—the way he dressed,
his actions, his wonderful golf. Everything he did was so dramatic.
Tell me about him.”

Fred thought quickly, wondering which of his
hundred Hagen stories would amuse the priest. Instinctively, he
turned to one that he thought the priest might relate to. “You
know,” he said, “Walter is not a religious man. I know he believes
in God, but if I ever wanted to go looking for him I wouldn’t start
in a church.” He thought a little and added, “I have an idea he’s
broken eleven of the Ten Commandments, but I’ll tell you something
else, Father, I think I’d like to be with Hagen wherever he goes
when he dies.”

Monsignor Barry’s eyes followed him closely,
nodding silently.

Fred went on. “Now, here’s another thing. He’s
done more for people than anyone I know. For instance, he always
takes good care of his caddie. If the boy needs a lift into town,
Walter will get him a ride. He always remembers to give the boy a
little gift. And he’s like that with the other players. Always
giving, not only his money, but himself. Now, I’d like to ask you
this: How are we going to be judged?”

The monsignor didn’t hesitate a moment. “I’ll
answer you, Fred, by saying the Walter Hagen you have just
described has the quality we all must have to earn Heaven. That’s
charity.” Faith, hope and charity, he pointed out, abideth. “And
the greatest of these, as the Gospels tell us, is
charity.”

Well, Fred found this conversation very
interesting, and the next time he saw Walter, he reported it. Hagen
sat quietly for a moment, looking down at his feet, and then said
softly, “I’m not a very saintly person, I know, but I’ve tried my
best to go through life without deliberately hurting
anyone.”










Chapter 12




Everywhere Fred went, he met more memorable
people. In 1940, he started a lasting friendship with the Duke of
Windsor, after meeting him during the 1940 Miami Open. The Duke,
who was then Governor-General of the Bahamas after abdicating his
throne, was visiting Miami and called him to ask if he could
arrange a game with Sam Snead.

“Who do you want me to play with?”
Sam asked.

“Edward, the former King of
England,” Fred said. Sam was not particularly impressed, as if the
word “former” took all the shine away from the penny. He was more
concerned with the fact that he had no car and was worried about
getting back to the hotel from the club. He had some mysterious
appointment.

“Don’t worry,” Fred told him. “I’ll
see that you get back all right. I’ll have a car there to pick you
up. It will be waiting for you, I promise.”

Sam agreed and on that day shot a brilliant 65
with the Duke exclaiming in admiration on every hole. On one tee,
Snead rifled out a 300-yard drive and the Duke was ecstatic. “I’ve
seen all the great ones since Harry Vardon,” he said, “but I’ve
never seen anyone strike a golf ball like that!”

Fred was waiting with a car and rode back to
the Biltmore with Sam and the Duke after their round. When they got
to the hotel, Sam excused himself and darted off to keep his
appointment. The Duke and Fred chatted for a while in the
lobby.

“How old is Sam?” the Duke
asked.

“Oh, 26 or 27,” Fred
said.

The Duke looked somber for a moment. “Then
he’ll be shouldering a gun soon,” he remarked quietly.

“We’re all living on borrowed time,”
Fred answered.

The Duke broke off with a shrug and changed the
subject. “What should I do for Sam?” he asked. “Should I offer him
something? Say, fifty dollars?”

“No, no, that’s not necessary,” Fred
protested. “I’m sure Sam would much rather have some kind of
souvenir of the day. Perhaps an autographed picture of
you.”

The Duke’s face lit up. “Oh, I say, of course.
I’ll just be a minute.” He went upstairs to his apartment and
returned in a few minutes with a photograph which he had inscribed
to Sam. Fred thanked him and they parted.

Later, Fred gave the picture to Snead who
stared at it glumly while Fred told him of the conversation in the
lobby.

“Look,” Sam said, “next time, get a
check. If I want to start a picture collection of former kings, I
can buy a deck of cards at the cigar counter and get four
more.”

During another conversation with the Duke, Fred
proposed the idea of bringing the four men the Duke had seen win
the British Open—Hagen, Armour, Sarazen and Jones—to Nassau for a
Red Cross benefit exhibition match. The Duke was delighted with the
prospect.

Fred flew to Nassau in advance of the match to
complete the arrangements. At the end of the day, the Duke and he
sat on the lawn of the Government House, chatting about golf and
golfers. The Duke asked especially about Walter Hagen and Fred told
him one story after another. Then he mentioned Hagen’s philosophy
of life. “He always says, ‘Never hurry and don’t worry. You’re here
for just a short visit. So don’t forget to stop and smell the
flowers along the way.’”

The Duke’s eyes widened and he snatched a
pencil from his pocket. “Oh, I say,” he exclaimed, “this is just
priceless! Priceless! Let me write that down.” And he scribbled it
on the back of an envelope. Then he jumped up. “I’ve simply got to
read this to the Duchess,” he said, excusing himself. “I’ll be
right back.”

With that he sprinted for the house and went
bounding up the stairs, waving the envelope and shouting for the
Duchess. For the rest of his life, Fred recalled that moment every
time the name of Walter Hagen came up in a conversation. Here was
the King who had given up his throne, racing off to recite Hagen’s
philosophy to his bride.




Soon after, at the Masters in 1940, Fred had
another idea. He was sitting around with a few of the writers,
arguing playfully about who were the greatest players of the past
and which of the current players would become legends when he
proclaimed, “We need a golf Hall of Fame! Baseball has just started
one. We need one, too.”

Fred turned to Grantland “Granny” Rice. “Would
you serve as chairman of a committee to make the first
selections?”

Granny thought it over for a moment, and then
said, “All right, I will if I can name my own committee. We have to
have writers who have seen all the great ones, going right back to
Vardon and Ray. It won’t do to have these younger fellows on the
committee because their range of choice is too limited.” So Rice
designated Linde Fowler of the old Boston Transcript, O. B. Keeler
of the Atlanta Journal and Kerr Petrie of the New York Herald
Tribune as the original selection committee.

Late that afternoon, the four of them held a
lengthy meeting, and when it was over Rice handed Fred a folded
slip of paper with the names of the players, in alphabetical
order.

Fred opened the paper and read aloud, “Walter
Hagen, Robert T. Jones, Jr., Francis Ouimet and Gene
Sarazen.”

That night, Fred announced the establishment of
the Hall of Fame and the names of its first members. The story was
carried on all the wires and, almost immediately, drew fire from
the Chicago writers who protested that the selections were made by
a packed jury of Eastern Seaboard writers. They argued that Chick
Evans, two-time amateur winner of the Open and a Chicago District
veteran, belonged in there and they accused Fowler, as a Bostonian,
of pushing Ouimet at the expense of Evans. Fred thought this was an
injustice to Fowler who was only one of four selectors and unfair
to the committee itself, which was entirely justified in naming the
one man who touched off the great American golf boom. However, the
Chicago writers had a point in protesting the oversight of Evans.
This was corrected in the fall of that year when the Chicagoan’s
name was added to the original four.

Any selection of this kind was an expression of
personal preference at best and Fred, looking back on it, should
have anticipated some outcry. But it just goes to show how the
noblest of schemes can ricochet at wildly unexpected angles and you
wind up, wide-eyed and puzzled, ducking hastily thrown rotten
eggs.




Just as Walter Hagen had been applauded for
opening the front door for the golf professional, and Ouimet and
Sarazen had upped the respect of the caddie, the role of the early
sportswriter was starting to receive its due, thanks to Granny
Rice. While many writers persisted in looking the other way,
Granny’s syndicated “Sportlight” column helped lift golf to a
status above that of filler material for a hole that needed
plugging in the Sunday sports section.

Granny started writing sports in 1901 and
playing golf in 1909. Gene Sarazen recalled Rice from his own
caddie days at Apawamis, when he was assigned to carry a shabby old
bag with the initials G.R. on it—and received his first $5 tip. “I
learned right then,” said Sarazen, “never to judge a person by his
golf bag.”

Granny often enjoyed a night of conviviality.
He was especially devoted to a cocktail which may have been his own
invention—straight gin chased with Coca-Cola, the native Georgia
juice. Granny liked his formula best when taken from separate paper
cups, but he wasn’t a stickler for details. Bourbon or Scotch or
gin, mixed or neat, would do nicely in an emergency.

As a sportswriter, he was equally as flexible,
having been a football, baseball and track athlete at Vanderbilt.
But he enjoyed playing golf and playing the races, especially the
daily double which he won quite frequently. It was often debated
whether the game of golf or the working press owed Rice the most.
Fred always thought that Granny should have been named to the golf
Hall of Fame, too.

That same year, a future Hall of Famer burst on
the scene at the 1940 North and South Open—Ben Hogan. Here he
revealed one of the greatest exhibitions of scoring, which most
people, including Fred, had ever seen. Although this was not his
first PGA Tour victory, it was his first solo win with an amazing
score of 271, an incredible 17-under par, over the No. 2 course at
Pinehurst. And while the numbers themselves were not impressive
when engraved in the record books alongside much lower 72-hole
scores, and even though Hogan’s effort attracted very little
attention at the time, Fred saw that 271 as the start of a new era
in golf and an event that put another star on an even bigger
stage.









Chapter 13




By the start of 1941, runaway horses were
dragging America down the road to war, but many in golf didn’t see
it coming. The Royal & Ancient Society in Britain, which had
cancelled its Open and Amateur championships in 1940, plowed under
its courses, turning them into vegetable gardens, and filled the
seaside courses with barricades to foil the expected German
invasion. Henry Cotton, the British star, wrote to Fred saying that
he had joined the Royal Air Force and was participating only in
exhibitions on behalf of the Red Cross when he had time.
Unbeknownst to the USGA, the R&A was about to play its last
championships for the duration.

But the American band played on and one of the
first stops in 1941 was the Hershey Open, which seemed typical of
the period. Fred, as the Tournament Manager, was responsible for
interpreting and enforcing the rules. Many a time, a pro insisted
that Fred and only Fred make the call, and halted play until
Corcoran was found and dispatched to the offending
circumstance.

This time, Fred was summoned to the 16th hole
because Byron Nelson had lost a ball under mysterious
circumstances. The fairway followed a dogleg around a stand of
trees and when he reached the scene, Byron explained the
dilemma.

“I put my tee shot directly over
that tree,” he said pointing to the tall tree that marked the
corner of the dogleg, “and it landed right on the fairway. But when
I got down here, it had disappeared.”

Fred walked the fairway from tee to the dogleg
and back again, scouting the scene. Finally, he spread his hands in
a gesture of helplessness. “Byron,” he said, “if you can’t find
your ball, it’s lost, and you have to go back to the tee and hit
another.”

Nelson knew this, of course. But he had called
Fred over because he wanted an official ruling. Now he returned to
the tee and hit an identical shot which cleared the same tree and
rolled to the same spot on the fairway.

“I just don’t understand it,” Byron
muttered as he walked to the new ball and finished out his round.
The two-stroke penalty for the lost ball cost him $300 in prize
money, which was dutifully reported as a footnote in the newspaper
the next day.

A week passed, and then Nelson received a
letter which read:




Dear Mr. Nelson:

I meant to write to you before this. I had a
young lady with me at the tournament Sunday who had never been on a
golf course in her life. Later, as we were driving home, she said,
“Remember that lost ball they were all looking for?” And she opened
her purse and proudly announced, “Here it is. I picked it up when
nobody was watching.”

I don’t know how to apologize for her action,
but I read where the penalty cost you $300 in prize money. At
least, let me reimburse you for your loss.




The envelope contained three one-hundred dollar
bills and the letter was unsigned.

Curious things were happening on the course
this year. Fred was asked by the Ripley’s Believe It or Not
organization to referee a match at night in Cleveland during the
Cleveland Open. This was a two-hole match between a pair of blind
golfers, playing by flashlight, which of course, the gallery,
caddies and assistants needed. The caddies and assistants told the
golfers how far away the hole was and how the putt would break.
Fred was amazed by the accuracy of blind men’s putting.

The next day he found Ky Laffoon, a ten-time
PGA Tour winner, on the practice green and he told him about his
experience the night before. He demonstrated how one of the blind
men putted beautifully, noticing that he never moved his head.
Laffoon was interested enough to try it and found that it worked
for him. He adopted the style and then went out and won the
tournament. Fred, of course, had a field day with press, feeding
them the headline, “Blind Man Teaches Laffoon How to
Putt!”

Later, Fred told Ben Hogan the story. “Fred,”
Hogan said, “every mail brings me instructions on putting from all
over the United States. Every time I miss a putt I can depend on
more mail, loaded with advice. Do this or do that. Stand on one
leg. Cock your head, lock your knees, close one eye, or close the
other.” He waved him off. “But if I start taking putting lessons
from a blind man, it’s time to put the clubs away!”

Fred had another crazy idea that year that he
knew was good for publicity. He suggested to Gene Sarazen, then
U.S. and British Open champion, that he challenge Bill Cunningham,
the sportswriter, to a match and offer to play him left-handed.
Bill was a southpaw. Gene, one of the ablest space-stealers in
sports, was always agreeable to a good publicity stunt. So Fred
called Cunningham and proposed the match. Bill smelled column
material, of course, and struck like a hungry tiger.

Fred set up the match in Florida and strolled
along as a referee and one-man gallery as they played nine holes.
Later, when he read the column Bill wrote, he began to have serious
doubts that he was even there. Cunningham had an imagination with a
four-way stretch, and he gave it quite a workout on this
occasion.

Sarazen went on to have a terrible year, and
later told Cunningham, “Bill, that left-handed round of golf threw
me off my game for six months and cost me about $50,000!” This was
worth two columns to Cunningham.




Product endorsements were becoming more common
and every day a promising pro signed up with one company or another
for a retainer to promote some sort of golf product. This, of
course, limited the pros on what they could and couldn’t do—a point
many of them missed. And all hell broke loose when Johnny Bulla
signed with a drug chain, which advertised that he played with a
29-cent ball sold by the chain. This wasn’t important until Bulla
won the 1941 Los Angeles Open and newspapers across the country
broke out with drugstore ads picturing Bulla winning with the
cigar-counter golf ball.

A howl of outrage from the PGA and the club
pros from coast to coast broke out. They claimed this was ruining
their golf-ball business. Fred received an urgent phone call from
the PGA head office asking him to stop Bulla from further
tournament play until it could be determined whether he actually
was using the controversial 29-cent ball in tournaments.

Fred reminded the PGA officials that Bulla was
not a PGA member and that the PGA could not decide who could and
who could not play in an Open tournament. This had already been
determined in a Massachusetts test case.

“And if you want to take this any
further,” Fred reminded them, “the additional publicity will only
increase the sale of the drugstore ball. Maybe you should talk with
a lawyer before you do anything foolish.” On advice of counsel, the
PGA decided to let the whole matter drop. Through it all, Bulla was
cool and undisturbed. He said he was being well paid by the drug
chain and the publicity was wonderful.




With a well-run tour, Fred was taking the game
of golf from a minor curiosity to a major business, helped
tremendously by a few well-placed stories and some big publicity
events, like the match between Babe Ruth and Ty Cobb in the summer
of 1941.

Over the years, Fred had been suggesting to
Cobb that he play a match against Ruth for charity. Over both their
careers, much had been made of their rivalry, and whenever Corcoran
and Cobb were together, the subject would come up, with Fred
goading Cobb endlessly.

“Why don’t you face him on the golf
course,” Fred said. “Forget baseball. The history books will tell
the story and the statistics will stand to time. What you need to
do is take him out right now, beat him fair and square on the golf
course. Just say the word and I’ll set it up for you. Do you think
you could beat him?” Ruth also played a respectable
game.

“At anything,” the tiger in Cobb
snarled. “You name it,” he snapped. He then signaled the bartender
for another round of drinks.

A few months later, Cobb found Fred in a crowd
at a bar. “Why did you ask me that?” he demanded to know, without
even saying hello. “Why do you want me to play Ruth so
badly?”

“No special reason,” Fred said,
playing Cobb like a fiddle, “except that I know Ruth likes the game
and played fairly well at the charity match last year in
Connecticut.” He also knew that Cobb and Ruth’s relationship was
strained, at best, and the two rarely spoke. “Playing him would
settle the score between you two. You know, I’ve been after you for
the last four years to play him. Remember that night in Cooperstown
when you wrote that note to Ruth?”

Cobb nodded, acknowledging him.

“I talked to him right after that.
And I remember exactly what the note said.” Fred was convincing.
“It read, ‘I can beat you any day in the week and twice on Sunday
at the Scottish game.’ Do you remember?”

“Of course I remember. And I can
beat him any time.”

“So let’s get a golf match
together,” Fred said, hiding his excitement at the idea. “Will you
do it?”

“Sure,” Ty replied, “I’ll play him
anytime, anywhere, and for any amount. But he won’t play
me.”

“You leave all that to me,” Fred
said, jingling his pocket to see how many nickels he had on
him.

While the idea intrigued Ruth as well, the
challenge lingered in barspeak for years. But when Fred arrived in
Augusta for the 1941 Masters championship, Ty was on hand, and a
plan was in the making.

Cobb was paired in the Pro Am with Sam Snead,
the odds-on favorite, Sam Byrd, best known as a late-inning
replacement for Ruth, and Charlie Yates, the British Amateur champ.
Fred was with Henry McLemore, a great Irish sportswriter, and Henry
was scratching around for column material, so they went over to
watch the foursome warm up. Fred reminded Cobb of their
conversation about the match with Ruth.

“You know, you two Hall of Famers
really should meet together on the golf course. You can do it as a
charity endeavor for the war effort,” Fred said. Then McLemore
started in on Cobb and, in a few minutes, he had Cobb repeating his
challenge to Ruth—with fresh adjectives. Fred took this as the
official word and the game was on—if he could get Ruth to
agree.

Fred started pulling out all the stops as he
wired Ruth the invitation. Everywhere he went, he talked about the
match, harping on the tense nature and bitter rivalry between the
two. He told a reporter, “I don’t believe there are two other men
who would draw as much attention as Cobb and Ruth. There have been
10,000 arguments as to which of the two was the better baseball
player and that question never will be definitely settled. And in
recent years, since they quit baseball, there have been arguments
concerning their golfing skills. Now, we have a chance to settle
that one.”

Ten days later, Ruth responded to Cobb via
telegram. “If you want to come here and get your brains knocked
out, come ahead.” And the match was on—as a 54-hole match in
Boston, New York and Detroit, played for a war-relief
charity.

Fred went back and forth for weeks, setting up
the match. Ruth promised that he wouldn’t give him any trouble on
any points, but warned him about Cobb. “It’s that Cobb who’ll give
you headaches about the arrangements. I see he’s already saying he
hopes he gets me on a golf course with narrow fairways and tight
greens, so that I’ll be in the rough all day.” Head to head, Ruth
had a five handicap and Cobb, a nine. Even Cobb conceded that Ruth
might be the better golfer.

“Well, let him talk,” Ruth
continued. “I’ll do my talking after the match is over.”

And on it went, back and forth. The writers had
a field day, bandying words like fireworks, showdown, historic
matchup, fierce competitors. And beyond the hype, the truth was
that both wanted to win—badly.




Cobb arrived in New York on Monday, June 23,
for the Wednesday match in Boston. Fred tried to get Ruth on the
phone for a few public taunts but Ruth had already left for Boston.
Still, Cobb openly pledged, “I’ll show that Ruth how to play
left-handed golf,” while privately admitting he was worried about
the match.

Fred took Cobb to Toots Shor’s restaurant that
night. Shor, a giant of a man with a tremendous capacity for
boisterous affection and equally boisterous animosity, was an
unashamed worshipper of sports heroes. He also held the North
American indoor brandy drinking championship title and was, without
question, the greatest saloonkeeper on earth. Fred knew the place
would be buzzing with reporters, mainly because he had called
everyone he knew and told them they would be there at
eight.

Toots put them at a remote table to keep the
tourists from bothering Cobb, and then kept pouring tankards of
beer into him, who was a pretty good suds man for his age. The more
they drank, the more Cobb worried about his game. “Once you start
to play poorly, you get in a rut and stay there for some time,”
Cobb said. “I haven’t been hitting the ball that well.”

Cobb continued his show of bravado but
privately confessed to Fred, “I never worried before a ball game. I
would just get up there and swing. But golf is different. I think
it is a tougher game, especially on the nerves. And I’m beginning
to take golf more seriously than those twelve batting titles I
won.”

“You’ll do fine. And remember, this
is for charity.” Fred tried to calm him by reminding him of this, a
point the fiercely competitive star was forgetting.

Cobb sobbed on, focusing on his problems—his
swing, his putting, his sand play, his hands, his hips, his head.
They drank and drank and barely managed to jump aboard the sleeper
train to Boston as it began to pull out of Penn Station at one
a.m.

The train arrived in Boston at dawn, but it was
customary to let the patrons of the sleeping cars snooze until
seven a.m. when the porter made the rounds, routing people
out.

Cobb and Fred had opposite lower berths, and
Fred was awakened by the most awful commotion in the aisle. He
poked his head through the curtains to see Ty in his BVDs, his
spike-scarred legs scrambling, as he chased the poor porter out of
the car. He turned back, his face flushed and angry, and saw Fred.
“Nobody puts his hands on me,” he snorted.

Fred hurried and dressed and the two of them
fled from the train to the Ritz Carlton to change before going out
to the Commonwealth Country Club for a practice round. At the
hotel, Ty remarked that he didn’t feel too well and complained that
he had drunk too much beer the night before.

“Say,” he said thoughtfully, “you
don’t suppose that guy Shor has a bet on Ruth, do you?”

Ruth had arrived at the Ritz Carlton the day
before, and after his practice round, he returned to the hotel
where friends and reporters showed up in force. Ruth took a table
on the rooftop bar, where he fended off taunts intended to add fuel
to any fires. Fred and his brother John joined the party and kept
the conversation going from baseball to golf and back again and
kept the waiters on a short path between their table and the bar.
John told Ruth how well Cobb had played in practice, but Ruth saw
through it and tossed it back, recalling how he had thrilled a
crowd in front of the clubhouse, pitching to the cup from 100 yards
out.

“I put everything I had into the
shot,” Ruth said, “but the damned ball stopped on the lip of the
cup. It looked like it was going to roll in, but that Cobb or
somebody must have stuck some glue there and stopped it.” The
banter and the booze flowed for hours, and a few reporters, as they
had been known to do, failed to meet their deadlines.

Cobb arrived later, as Ruth’s party was well
underway, and sat at a different table, seeming more interested in
the young Cuban dancers and a hearty meal than he was in Ruth. As
loud remarks were hurled across the way, it became an evening that
sportswriters only dream of. Bill Cunningham wrote in the Boston
Herald, “This is no autograph carnival. It’s a golf match for
blood.” John Kieran of The New York Times wrote, “Don’t stand too
close!” Stanley Frank of the New York Post, gave it his perspective
when he wrote, “Compared to Ruth and Cobb, Churchill and Hitler are
old chums temporarily estranged by a slight
misunderstanding.”

“I’ve got a chunk of dough that says
my game is better than yours,” Ruth shouted across the room. Cobb
heard him but headed back to his room to study his meticulous
course notes and review his strategy for the match. This, after
all, was a competition above all others.

Luckily, Fred had the foresight to schedule the
match for the afternoon, giving them all a few hours to recover
before heading to the course.

By tee time, a thousand spectators, who had
paid their one-dollar admission fee, were milling around the first
tee. Among them were Joseph P. Kennedy, a Ruth fan, and Jesse
Guilford, the Massachusetts Amateur Champ, as a referee. Fred had
also brought in Arthur Donovan, the noted boxing referee who had
officiated at many Joe Louis fights, and prepped the press,
pointing to his professional expertise should tempers
flare.

The game, which went back and forth, moved
slowly but Cobb took the match, three and two. Upon sinking the
winning put, Ruth turned to the crowd and said, “He’s a putting
fool,” and then offered his hand. Cobb shot an 81 and Ruth scored
an 83.

“Well, now I’ve got something to
show my grandchildren,” Cobb beamed, after accepting the silver
trophy donated by actress Bette Davis in support of the Golden Rule
Farm, an orphanage in New Hampshire. Clutching it, he went on. “I
finally have beaten the Babe at something.”

Cobb later told reporters, “This exhibition
golf is more punishing than baseball. During my twenty-four years
on the diamond, I was never under such terrific pressure as I was
while coming from behind to beat the Babe. Maybe it was because
both of us were so gentlemanly. He was awfully nice to me, and I
tried to be equally so. Neither of us acted that way in a ball
game.” He ended the interview saying, “It was a great pleasure to
play with him and a much greater pleasure to beat him.”

Ruth turned to the group and responded, “Don’t
get too excited about it, Ty. We play again at Fresh Meadow in two
days.” Ruth took off shortly after the match and headed to New
York. Cobb and Fred stayed in Boston, celebrating, before boarding
the overnight train.

Two days later, the second 18-hole match was
set to go on Long Island. It had been years since Cobb and Ruth had
dominated the sports pages as they did prior to the match, and this
match, being in New York, meant more press and more fans. Ruth,
fearing the large number of fans, had Fred issue a notice that he
wouldn’t be giving autographs. He claimed the last match left him
with a kink in his arm. “They had me signing ‘Babe Ruth’ on
everything from match covers to handkerchiefs,” he
barked.

The match went to the 19th hole with Ruth
taking this prize. They were now tied and headed for the rubber
match in Detroit, with a few weeks to prepare.

Fred needed to do some work because the crowd
at Fresh Meadow wasn’t exactly the crowd they had expected. For
whatever reason, the crowd was more like a few people in the
gallery. He, along with everyone else, didn’t want a repeat of
this. So in an effort to bolster attendance, he put in a call to
trick-shot artist John Montague and Walter Hagen to play alongside
Cobb and Ruth. Hagen and Ruth were old buddies, and together
“helped make the 1920s roar,” as Tom Stanton wrote years later in
Ty And The Babe, his book about their rivalry and this
match.

With everything in place, Fred arrived in
Detroit and met up with Cobb early in the evening on the night
before the final match. After dinner, Cobb wanted to visit Hagen so
they went over to the Detroit Athletic Club to find him.

“I’m very sorry,” said the clerk,
“but Mr. Hagen is sleeping.”

“Nonsense!” bellowed Cobb. “Give me
his room number because we need to talk to him right
away.”

Fred, sensing a problem, called the clerk over
to the other end of the desk. “Do you know who this is?” he asked
politely.

“Why of course,” the clerk nodded,
“but I also know who Mr. Hagen is and I’m not letting you two up
there.”

“I understand,” Fred said, “but this
really is an unusual situation and Mr. Cobb does want to talk to
Mr. Hagen, and I know them both very well so I can take care of any
problem that might arise.” Fred dangled his arm across the desk and
gently placed a neatly folded twenty dollar bill in the clerk’s
hand. “Do you think you could just look the other way while I look
at your guest book right there on the desk? I won’t touch a
thing.”

The clerk pocketed the cash and walked off in
the other direction without saying a word and a few minutes later,
Fred and Ty found Walter’s room. Cobb turned the door knob and it
was open, so they walked in. And there was Hagen in bed.

“Walter! Walter! Wake up!” Cobb
shouted, but Hagen didn’t move a muscle. He just went on snoring
peacefully. Cobb studied the sleeper and shook his head in
admiration. “There’s the most relaxed man I ever saw,” he
commented. “See how he sleeps all rolled up in a ball? Any time you
have trouble sleeping, just try it. It’s complete
relaxation.”

Hagen finally woke up and without getting out
of bed, said hello to Cobb and Fred. “And lock the door on your way
out,” Hagen said. “I don’t want you two coming back here in the
middle of the night. I don’t care what you want.”

On Monday, July 29, at the Grosse Ile Golf and
Country Club, 2,500 fans arrived and witnessed the final match,
which got underway around four p.m. in front of a sizable gallery.
Cobb and Ruth did not play great golf, but Cobb came out on top,
with a score of four and three, despite the fact they clipped
innocent spectators with their drives six times between
them.

Later, Ruth called it the “Left-Handed Has-Been
Golf Champion-ship of Nowhere in Particular,” much to the crowd’s
pleasure. Cobb may have won the match, but Ruth won over the crowd
with his light-hearted antics.

Later on, Cobb said the series was one of the
highlights of his life. “You know,” he said with that competitive
glint in his eyes, “I got a special kick out of beating Ruth
because I outfoxed him. I started using an iron off the tee and
that bothered him. I kept saying, ‘I don’t want to hit this shot
too far.’”

“Competitive? Cobb had the killer
instinct, in spades,” Fred said of the match. “I often found myself
comparing him to Hagen. They both made a million dollars in sports,
but unlike Hagen, Cobb invested his at six percent or better and
left $10 million. And where Walter was meticulous in his dress, Ty
Cobb is the only millionaire I ever met who wore a rusty paper clip
for a tie clasp until I replaced it.”

Cobb obviously treasured some things above
others. It was reported that wherever he lived after 1941, he kept
two things on his mantle—his Baseball Hall of Fame plaque and the
Betty Davis trophy from the first leg of the “Left-handed Has-been
Golf Championship of Nowhere in Particular.”

The three matches were played in front of a
total crowd of just over 4,600, with the proceeds going to Bundles
for Britain and other charities.










Chapter 14




Craig Wood won the 1941 U.S. Open at the
Colonial Club in Fort Worth even though he had a bad back and his
threesome never knew that play had been halted for an hour due to a
Texas thunderstorm. Way out on the course and not hearing the
siren, they just played on.

Bill Cunningham was covering the event for the
Boston Post, and he accepted Fred’s invitation to drive downtown
with Craig after the win. Fred figured it would provide Bill with a
chance to work up a column on Wood.

“Craig,” Fred said as they rode
along, “there’s a driving range up ahead. Don’t you want to hit a
few balls?”

Wood fell right in step with Fred. “By all
means,” he said. “Pull in.” They turned into the parking area and
Craig drew a bucket of balls from the astonished range operator who
never dreamed he’d have as his customer the United States Open
champion.

After Craig banged out the balls, they climbed
back into the car and resumed their trip to town. Cunningham, of
course, found this performance a little hard to take. “Why did you
do that?” he asked.

Wood turned a poker face to the sportswriter.
“I didn’t want to lose my touch, Bill,” he said gravely.

Wood was that kind of a guy. And Cunningham was
the kind of a writer who could build a whole column, or even a
six-part serial, out of just such an incident. Bill always argued
that the facts alone weren’t enough. If you expected to hold the
reader’s interest, he maintained, you had to embroider the facts a
little. You had to stretch the truth as far as it would go without
snapping.

With the help of publicity stunts and an eager
press, money was coming to golf through tournament sponsorship. But
there was also a lot of money around golf through
betting.

Since the prize money could only support about
ten players, it was a common practice for two or three players to
form a syndicate and split the money, regardless of who won the
tournament. Bets were also placed on practice rounds, and frankly,
side shows were stealing the game’s thunder. Fred took the
unpopular stance when he and the PGA finally banned bets and
winner-take-all contests during the first days December of
1941.

“The gambling angle has no place in
the game,” he remarked after stepping in to call off a $1,000 side
wager in an exhibition, matching Sam Snead and Clayton Heafner
against Ben Hogan and Byron Nelson in Miami Springs. In his
official capacity, he vowed to use his powers not only to stop
heavy gambling, but to keep out all the promoters who wanted to get
into the game now that the purses for the year totaled $200,000. He
then learned how to nurse a permanent crick in his neck from
watching his own back.

“That’s big money,” he told a
reporter from The New York Times, “and they have all kinds of
schemes for cutting in. No matter what the promoters want, we’re
going to have no burlesque, no hoopla, no circus, no masked
marvels, no headless wonders.” The Snead-Heafner against
Hogan-Nelson match had been billed as a “feud” and he wanted
nothing to do with that. “Golf is a gentleman’s game,” he
reiterated, and the grand gentlemen, Nelson and Hogan, won the
highlighted match, three and two.

During that friendly but spirited four-ball
exhibition match at the Miami Springs Golf Course, word came that
the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor. Almost immediately, Fred
announced that in lieu of playing the Miami Open for cash, they
would play for war bonds. The Miami Open was the tournament
scheduled to kickoff the PGA’s winter tour, and 213 professionals
and amateurs had entered, the largest field ever for a medal-play
tournament. Hogan, Nelson, Snead, Wood, Sarazen, Runyan and Picard
competed strongly as Nelson defended his title. And the PGA
officially pledged to President Franklin D. Roosevelt that it would
support the country’s crisis with nationwide War Relief
Days.

In the weeks after America’s entry into World
War II, the question arose whether it was appropriate to play golf
during these times of sacrifice. John B. Kelly, a former Olympic
gold medalist in rowing and current Philadelphia construction
executive, was named Assistant U.S. Director of Civilian Defense in
charge of physical fitness. In one of his first actions, he called
Fred.

“I want to offer you the position of
Golf Deputy,” he said. “I’ve been in close touch with President
Roosevelt, and we want to suggest that the USGA encourage its
member clubs to conduct patriotic tournaments as fund-raisers for
war relief.”

“Well, I’m pleased to hear this, but
many of the better players will be going off to enlist.”

“I know that,” Kelly replied, “eight
million people will be going into the armed forces and my job is to
look after the 124 million that won’t or can’t go. They can keep
fit by playing golf.” He went on to explain why he thought it was
important to keep the game going in the foreseeable future and he
proposed a set of tournaments called the Hale America
tournaments.

“Okay, but I suggest we get some
others on the committee,” Fred said. “I’d like to see Bobby Jones,
Craig Wood and Ed Dudley, the current PGA President, brought on as
advisors for the event.”

“Why, sure, we’ll take all the help
we can get,” Kelly agreed. And he even went a step further, urging
golf associations and golf writers to expand and enlarge their
programs. Golf contributed to the nation’s physical fitness and
this was of the utmost importance to the nation, he said. “No work
can operate efficiently without regular periods of recreation. And
America, now more than ever, cannot risk inefficiency when wartime
production requires peak performance,” he wrote on Office of
Civilian Defense letterhead to golf associations and
writers.

At the start of 1942, Fred was nearly 40, and
he knew his patriotic duty would not be fulfilled in the trenches.
So he headed to Hollywood to talk to Bing Crosby about an
exhibition war bond tour with Ed Dudley, Bob Hope and Lawson
Little. Bing was making a picture called Here Come the Waves, with
Sonny Tufts. Fred had known Sonny’s father, Bowen Tufts, as the
president of Belmont Country Club when he was a caddie.

After finishing the day’s shooting, Bing
changed into his loafing clothes and he and Fred walked down the
street to a big sound studio where he had to cut a record. The
place was empty except for the band, the Andrews Sisters, and a man
who sat at the far end of the studio. It was Jerome Kern, the
songwriter. Bing and the girls hummed the song over a couple of
times, and then cut the record with the band. Then they hummed it
over again and made another cut. That was it. The whole business
took no more than ten minutes and the record sold in the millions.
It was a song called, “Don’t Fence Me In.”

Both Bing Crosby and Bob Hope wanted to enlist
but like Fred, they were all a little too old for active duty. So
they put together their Victory Caravan and planned to travel to
military bases and perform a show before or after playing a golf
exhibition.

By February, when the PGA Tour stopped at
Crosby’s Pro-Am at Rancho Santa Fe Country Club, Fred had an idea.
With Ed Dudley’s blessing, he invited the famed duo to play some
matches under the wing of the PGA during their Texas
swing.

“We’ll pair each of you with a tour
star and increase the gate beyond fans of golf.” Fred explained.
They quickly agreed and signed on for the stop at the Brook Hollow
Golf Club in Dallas, Texas, where they joined with Hogan, Nelson,
Lawson Little and Jimmy Demaret. Actor and former Olympic swimmer
Johnny “Tarzan” Weissmuller also agreed to play.

Instead of the anticipated 4,000, a crowd of
7,000 showed up. The next day, they moved to Brae Burn Country Club
in Houston and 10,000 showed up, which became the largest gallery
in Texas golf history. Between the gate and an auction the next
day, where buyers bid for sets of Crosby albums they could buy in a
store for a lot less money, the three days of exhibition golf
collected $50,000 for the war effort.

Some say it was here that golf and Hollywood
found each other. Playing golf for charity, and in this case, for
the Red Cross, USO, Bundles for Britain or war bonds, became an
event for publicity. Win or lose, the stars looked good swinging a
golf club, striding down a fairway, and holing a putt, and with
their appearances, the game spread to a larger and wider
audience.

The success of the Victory Caravan brought
other Hollywood stars to help the war effort through golf. Fred
Astaire, Mickey Rooney, Gene Autry, Jack Benny, Ronald Reagan,
Humphrey Bogart and the Marx Brothers got involved, along with
Katherine Hepburn, Jane Wyman and Ruby Keeler. It also brought out
celebrities from other sports like boxer Joe Louis and Gene Tunney,
and of course Babe Ruth and Ty Cobb. Golf became the new arena for
celebrities and competition, something the country was
craving.

But with the war on, the sponsors were out of
business, and sports were taking a back seat. Aside from the
perception that golf was an elitist sport, there were some
logistical problems to keeping golf and the tour going. Many of the
golf pros enlisted, and caddies, who also enlisted, became scarce.
Transportation to golf courses became difficult as gas was
rationed. Some clubs bought horse-drawn carriages and picked up
members at the railroad stations. Once at a club, however, the
waiters and course workers were gone and so was most of the Scotch.
Golf balls, because they had a rubber core, became precious. Some
stores like Modell’s and Macy’s began buying balls back to repaint
or refurbish them.

In January of 1942, the USGA decided to cancel
its tournaments until further notice. Even though this didn’t
affect some PGA events, like the PGA Championship and several other
Open events, the game had reached the end of an era.










Chapter 15




In April of 1942, Fred and what was left of the
circuit headed to Augusta for the Masters, which had decided to
stage their event this year, making it even more important. During
this time, practice rounds were a big deal as newspapers covered
them, hoping to get a lead on who might take the
championship.

Two days before the Masters was to begin, Fred
was on the practice tee with Sam Snead and as any good agent would,
he was goading a few sportswriters.

“Sam is playing exceptionally well,”
Fred told the press. “Why, I’m betting, if I were a betting man,
and if betting were still allowed, that he could win the Masters…,”
he hesitated a moment, sorting out the blarney in his head,
“…barefooted.”

“You mean without spikes?” one
reporter asked.

“No, I mean without
shoes.”

“No way,” they hollered back. “He’ll
break his toes.”

“Sam, I know you can play without
shoes,” Fred said, hoping Sam would follow his lead. “Why, didn’t
you tell me you played five holes in practice in your socks before
the Canadian Open last year? And you won it!”

Ignoring Fred, Sam continued to hit practice
shots, with his shoes on.

“Yeah, Sam, kick off those shoes,”
one of the writers teased.

Fred called to Sam. “You’ve told me a hundred
times that you used to play barefooted. So take off your shoes and
socks and put your toes in the grass. Let’s show ‘em what you’re
made of.”

“Fred, we know he’s you boy and
all,” another one of the reporters said, “but this is a lot of
bull.”

Fred finally pulled Sam aside. “Sam, can you do
this for me please?”

“But Fred, this is Augusta.” Sam
worried that playing barefoot might be frowned upon at such an
austere club as Augusta. “I might get kicked out.”

“Yeah,” came the voice of Gene
Sarazen, who had picked up on the commotion and joined the group.
“Who do we have here, Huckleberry Finn?”

But Fred egged Sam on. “I’ll take care of it.
Don’t worry. Have I ever let you down? Just play a few holes and
you can put your shoes back on.”

Sam finally agreed and walked off the practice
tee toward his golf bag. There, he sat on it and carefully unlaced
his shoes, giving the reporters a full show as he stripped off his
socks and wiggled his toes.

“You know,” Sam said, standing on
the grass, “it sure feels good to get your feet on the ground. I
used to play barefoot all the time back home in Hot Springs,
Virginia.” He then stepped up to the tee and hit a perfect drive
and followed it with another.
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