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Luck or Skill 
T h e bes t players of the game are 

programmed beings that have spent 
untold hours and dol lars becoming 
m e c h a n i c a l " .men". T h e s e creatures 
possess powers and skil ls to control 
the spin and flight of the golf ball in an 
almost mystical fashion. O n e needs 
only to visit the prac t i ce tee be fore 
any big tournament and marvel at the 
exper t i se of both the famous and the 
unknown. 

S i n c e there is so l i tt le rea l di f fer-
e n c e b e t w e e n the hitting skil ls of the 
best p layers , it b e c o m e s obvious that 
the real " s e p a r a t o r " is menta l attitude 
and luck. In few instances is one able 
to design or maintain a golf course 
boldly enough to menta l ly int imidate 
the best players . For even if we took 
the best p layers and would al low them 
to play golf holes l ike the ones depic-
ted in the now famous drawings cal led 
" T h e Most Infamous Holes in G o l f " by 
Bud C h a p m a n , they would do so with 
a verac i ty that would h a v e made the 
Spar tans proud. Perhaps some pros 
would e v e n play these holes under 
par. 

But w h y t h e n a r e t h e r e s o m e 
courses w h e r e his tor ical ly winning 
scores hover near par? T h e answer is 
luck. T h e s e golf courses a re so con-
structed or mainta ined so that skill is 
no longer the fair " s e p a r a t o r " , but 

rather the w i n n e r is se lec ted not just 
by the rub of the green but by the 
vicissitudes of Lady Luck. 

What then permits some courses to 
be viewed as tests of luck ins tead of 
skill? To b e spec i f i c and to use proper 
n a m e s w o u l d b e e x t r e m e l y un-
popular, if not totally construed as a 
miscarr iage or defamat ion. I would 
prefer to a l lude to physical e l e m e n t s 
of some of the more notable e x a m p l e s 
and let you dec ide which ones they 
are. 

The first indicator of a luck golf 
course is w h e r e some of our very me-
chanical art isans of the game shoot 69 
on one day and come back with an 82 
on the next. None of these profes-
sionals go off their game that much 
that quickly. So one must ask what 
c a u s e d t h e i r g a m e t o b e s o 
dramatical ly a f fec ted as to result in 
this major inconsis tency. S o m e t i m e s it 
is the easi ly understood fac tor of 
nerves or strong gust winds or rains 
that causes the lucky to prevai l . Other 
times it is the art i f ic ial use of heavy, 
matted rough that denies the e x e c u -
tion of a proper golf shot. Roughs such 
as this must b e cons idered in the 
scope of luck for a wel l -p layed shot 
may be only a f e w inches off the fair-
way but yet to advance the bal l with 
skill is for fe i ted . 

T h e s a m e may be said of a water 
hazard or sandtrap, but these a r e con-
s idered hazards expec ted to exac t a 
penalty and rare ly extends on both 
sides of the fa i rway from tee to green 
on every hole . Roughs i m m e d i a t e l y 
border ing fa i rways should, t h e r e f o r e , 
not be cons idered and d e v e l o p e d into 
penal hazards. Actual ly, I e n d o r s e the 
philosophy of Dr. M a c K e n z i e who 
used no rough at Augusta Nat iona l or 
a l ternat ively a f r iendly rough that is 
cut at an in termedia te height b e t w e e n 
the fa irway and the heavy rough. But 
the greatest perpetrator of luck has 
not yet b e e n discussed and that is 
unfair putting greens . 

A few years ago, the U.S. open was 
h e l d at a prestigious club and b e c a u s e 
of the high scores, that even was to 
b e c o m e dubbed as the " m a s s a c r e " . 
T h e reason, for these soaring scores 
was not the length of the course , it 
roughs, hazards, or c l imatic factors ; 
but rather it was b e c a u s e the greens 
w e r e impossible to putt. 

A review of the souvenir program 
from that tournament would show 
contour drawings of the greens with as 
much as seven percent fall across the 
green , while the commonly a c c e p t e d 
pitch of a green today is about three 
percent . T h e s e old greens w e r e not 
cons idered a b n o r m a l l y steep in 1923 
when they w e r e built , because it was 
common pract ice to seed greens to 
mixtures of bentgrass , f ine f e s c u e s 
and redtop. In addition, during that 
per iod we did not have the overal l 
technology to maintain greens much 
shorter than % " , so the height of cut 
and grain of the grass was matched to 
the s lope and these s lower greens per-
mitted control over a putted bal l . 

Within the last decade , with our 
modern m a i n t e n a n c e procedures we 
can double cut our putting s u r f a c e s 
down to 3 / 6 4 " . T h e net e f fec t of all 
this was that the greens during this 
open w e r e made so fast that luck was 
m o r e important than skill. It was not 
uncommon for a putted ball to pick up 
speed well after it left the putter 
b lade . T h e result was that the gol fer 
could e x e r c i s e little, or no, skill in con-
trolling the ball . W h e n the l ikes of 
Nicklaus, Player and Palmer have a 
20-foot putt and l e a v e the ball many 
feet beyond the hole , skill has b e e n 
obviated. 

Such an analysis is not meant to tar-
nish the image of the victor, for he in-
deed may have b e e n the most skil l ful 
p layer on the course those four days. 
But you cannot he lp but wonder if our 
fet ish to protect par has not led us to 
m a i n t a i n f a c i l i t i e s that s e p a r a t e 
p layers on some bas is other than skil l . 
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