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Under Covers
This year the country’s toughest tournament 
is an Open book |  By  j e ff   s i lv e r m a n

There’s a reason Johnny Miller never 
gets tired of reminding us about his 
final round in the 1973 U.S. Open: 
It was that good. And his mystical 

63 gets even better in the context of its sur-
roundings. Like most memorable Opens—1913 
at Brookline, ’29 at Winged Foot, ’50 at Merion, 
’60 at Cherry Hills, ’82 at Pebble—the drama at 
Oakmont built from a foundation of story lines 
that border on the Shakespearean.

Consider the elements: a resurgent Arnold 
Palmer (43 years old and 0 for the majors since 
the ’64 Masters), playing for a slice of redemp-
tion on home turf; Jack Nicklaus, Tom Weiskopf 
and Lee Trevino all in 
the thick of the hunt; the 
troubled, hard-drinking 
John Schlee in the mix as 
a spoiler; the malfunc-
tioning sprinkler system 
that turned a terrifying 
track into a receptive lay-
out. And, of course, Miller, 
who shot a score that re-
sembled a mirage more 
than a number.

Reining in a narra-
tive with so many plot-
lines is no gimme, but 
Schlossman, a history 
professor at Carnegie 
Mellon, and Lazarus, his 
former pupil, take on the 
challenge with aplomb. 
Through extensive re-
search and interviews, 
they cannily loop the tales together, and the 
momentum they build en route is palpable, 
an achievement, certainly, since the outcome 
is no secret. In the end it’s the cast of char-
acters themselves—their dramas, comedies 
and motives inside the ropes and beyond—
that heighten this chase and keep it moving 
through a series of biographical codas that 
extend decades past the trophy presentation. 

No surprise, Miller and his 63 make the cut 
for One Week in June, an anthology of some great 
writing on the Open. It’s better than a similar 
volume that came out in 2008 about the Masters, 
though this one, too, suffers from sins of com-
mission (ascribing the famous four aces at Oak 

Hill in ’89 to Oakland Hills) and omission (not 
including Al Laney, Red Smith and the Brits, or 
golf in the 21st century). Still, with the national 
championship as his playing field, editor Wade 
has a broad swatch to pluck from, and his book 
covers lots of territory, with some nice sidesteps 
from the obvious that include former USGA top 
dog Frank Hannigan’s insights into course setup 
and some skinny from John Feinstein on the wit 
and wickedness behind the pairings. 

As for the event itself, Wade reaches back 
to its beginnings—to Newport, R.I., in 1895 in 
an unsigned report in The New York Times—
and stops at most of the important signposts 

along the way. But why 
a pair of feckless reports 
on Johnny McDermott 
in 1911 and nary a nod 
to Jack Fleck’s improb-
able ’55 takedown of 
Ben Hoga n? A nd i f 
there’s room for the pap 
of Phil Mickelson’s auto-
biography, which mixes 
Pinehurst with paternity, 
why nothing on the un-
forgettable tragicomedy 
of Phil’s finale at Winged 
Foot in 2006, his rivet-
ing run with Tiger at 
Bethpage in ’02 or the 
overtime thrills of Tor-
rey Pines in ’08? 

For the most part, 
though, this is an enjoy-
able collection, a fair olio 

of snippets from golfers’ memoirs and report-
age from some of the game’s most respected 
names: Francis Ouimet’s account of Brookline; 
Palmer’s memories of Cherry Hills; Grantland 
Rice looking back on Bobby Jones’s putt to 
force a playoff at Winged Foot; Dan Jenkins on 
Hogan at Oakland Hills; Dick Schaap on Tom 
Watson and Hale Irwin at Winged Foot; and 
Herb Wind on Watson and Nicklaus at Pebble 
are all blissfully present. The great Jim Murray 
is represented by a lollipop on Lee Janzen, but 
it would have been nice to have experienced 
just once more the shock of Murray’s eating 
his own words after he savaged Merion in 
1971. Even reviewers have dreams.  � ±

Books

Tom Watson’s new DVD, Lessons of 
a Lifetime, begins with our man on 
Pebble Beach’s 17th tee in the 1982 
U.S. Open in need of two pars to force 
a playoff with Jack Nicklaus. After 
Watson’s tee shot into the rough, 
ABC’s Jack Whitaker tells a glowing 
Nicklaus that he’s “on the verge of 
a fifth Open.” Then we see Tom’s 
famous chip-in and, for good measure, 
his birdie on 18 too. 

Golf cred firmly established, Watson 
proceeds to systematically teach 
the game, and he is what makes the 
lessons work so well. He’s authoritative 
yet friendly (he’d be a delight in the TV 
booth if he ever stops almost winning 
British Opens), has passion and keeps 
the material brilliantly simple.

He shares the knowledge 
accumulated from Stan Thirsk, his 
childhood teacher; his father, Ray; 
and players such as Nicklaus, Byron 
Nelson and Sam Snead. The DVD rates 
the ultimate compliment: The tips are 
terrific for beginners and good players 
alike. I couldn’t watch the second of 
this two-disk set before a visit to the 
range to work on my grip. 

The first disk covers the full 
swing, and Watson gets an A-plus 
for explaining golf lingo that might 
confuse beginners, including swing 
plane, target line and spine angle. The 
second disk focuses on the short game, 
and it shows why the phrase Watson 
par came to define an unlikely up and 
down. The disk begins with Watson 
back at Pebble’s 17th green. His second 
demo chip from the famous spot dives 
into the hole. “Yeah!” Watson exclaims 
with a smile. His Lessons of a Lifetime 
merits the same pleased reaction. 

—Gary Van Sickle
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