FROM THE IRONS

TO THE GREENS

   Through out the history of Golf in this country being inside the ropes has been a constant struggle for survival for Blacks.  According to Richard “Jelly” Hansberry a caddie for almost forty years, “Professional Black golfers have one thing in common; they almost all began as caddies.”  During the early years of golf young Black kids were limited as to what kinds of work was available to them.

   The first Black caddies on record began appearing in the country clubs prior to the turn of the century.  John Shippen the first Black professional golfer on record learned his game while caddying in the 1890’s and placed fifth in the second U.S. Open Championship at Shinnecock Hills Golf Club in 1896 after a disastrous finish on the last few holes.  He was known as the boy wonder of golf. Some other earlier pioneers include Ted Rose and Clifford Brown.

   A major influx of Black caddies began appearing in country clubs during the nineteen thirty’s and Forty’s when the popularity of golf took an upswing.  During this early period caddies who became golfing stars include Pete Brown, Robert “Pat” Ball, Ted Rhodes, Soloman Hughes, Calvin Searless Cliff Adams and Howard Wheeler. 

In the second half of the 20th century most of the professional golfers whom we know about today began caddying.  Jim Thorpe, Lee Elder, Charlie Sifford, Jim Dent, Ray Botts, George Johnson James Walker George Wallace, James Black and Pete Brown.  Jim Thorpe’s claim to fame is that he beat Jack Nicklaus in the Seiko-Tucson Match play championship in 1985.

   With the high cost of playing golf on the PGA tour Black golfers mostly started out in the Black tournaments for their chance at fame. The turn of the century marked the beginning of the colored golf associations and tours.  In 1915 the Alpha Golf club held its first African American golf tournament in Chicago.  Also in 1915 the first Negro National golf tournament was played on the Marquette Park golf course in Chicago.  Then in 1925 the United States Colored Golf Association was formed.  Notable Black tours and tournaments include the Pork Chop tour in the 60’s, 70’s and 80’s along with the Cleveland Tournament where the money purse reached $5,000.  In 1954 Pete Brown turned pro and won the Negro National Open in 1961-62 and played on the PGA tour in 1963.  Black golfers also had a Black National or Black Masters tournament.

   Hansberry who is from Washington D.C. said, “he began caddying in the early 60’s at a grand salary of 1.00 for nine holes.”

   Elder who began, as a caddy in Dallas Texas at the age of 15 was the first Black to play in the Masters.  He won a bid after winning his first tournament in 1974 at the Monsanto Open in Pensecola Florida when he won a sudden death playoff.

   Thirty-year caddie Tommy Bennett from Augusta Georgia said, “There isn’t to many Blacks on the professional level coming up now maybe ten or less.  The problem is young Blacks must get together and help each other because it takes a lot of money.  He also said not too many Blacks get involved in caddying because of the cultural high standards of our society along with the necessity of coordination, rhythm and fitness makes a big difference.”

   Flint resident Richard Hogan has been a caddy for fifteen years at the Buick Open.  Hogan a psychoTherapist for the Woodward Council in Flint and Pontiac said he enjoys caddying and has caddied for Bob Tway Calvin Peete and Jim Thorpe.

   The big difference between starting a PGA golfing career from caddying as opposed to going to PGA qualifying school is the money.  Hansberry recalled that at one time there were as many as ten Blacks in the Buick Open.  Since Peete came on the golf scene the number has dwindled to one, last year Jim Thorpe.  This year Woods is the only participant.

   Another probable factor in the low number of Black kids taking up caddying is the success of Peete and Woods who have burst through the ranks after learning the game through devotion and sacrifice instead of coming up through the ranks as caddies.  Peete electrified the golfing world in 1982 when he won four tournaments.

   Behind Peete came Eldrick “Tiger” Woods who marched through the ranks to become probably the best golfer ever.  Woods unlike his predecessors took command of the rich mans sport at an early age of 16 and has baffled the golfing world with his outstanding game and 21 tournament victories in just four years on the tour.

