(THE GOLF BEG)

llegal Eagles

By JAMES Y. BARTLETT

And birdies and bogies and bunkers and divots...

Ovez! Ovez! Ovez! THE COURT WILL
come to order. The judge will slam down
his mallet putter and the clerk will call the
docket. And a bulging legal file it is.

You see, gentle reader, you thought that
golf was just a game, a weekend diversion to
be played for fun and occasional two-dol-
lar profits. If you thought that, you were
wrong. The game of golf has become a
large-ticket business success, in everything
from the billions of golf balls sold to the
millions of dollars in prize money given
away. And as we all know, where dollars
gather, so shall the lawyers.

A recent indicadon of this rather startling
new aspect to our beloved and ancient game
came last fall. Spanish golfer Miguel
Angel Martin, who had suffered an unfor-
tunate injury late in the season, was rather
unceremoniously dumped from the Euro-
pean Ryder Cup squad, to which he had
gained appointment by virtue of his two-
season-long record on the European PGA
Tour. Martn’s wrist injury provided Ryder
Cup captain Seve Ballesteros the convenient
excuse to kick him off the team in favor of
Ballesteros' friend and compatriot José
Maria Olazéibel, who had just missed qual-
ifying for the team. Martin, understand-
ably piqued, threatened to file a lawsuit
against Ballesteros, the European PGA
Tour and the Ryder Cup organization that
would halt the September tournament alto-
gether. Luckily for golf, European courts are
not as tort-happy as those in the U.S.A., and
the tournament went off as planned.

Bur the episode was a reminder of just
how much legal wrangling has entered the
game. The makers of golf clubs, of course,
are always suing each other for various

copyright infringements. In their spare
time, they're trying to arrest the sharpies

who make knockoff copies of their most 84
popular clubs—the guys who go to Asia and Y
commission a foundry to churn out a few g3
million near-perfect copies of a 8

club they call “Big Bertie,” >33}
which they then sell on the s
gray market for a couple of <%/ e
hundred dollars less than - g£¥68
Callaway’s “Big Bertha.” A
But larger legal issues
seem ta be a recent phe-
nomenon. Who can for-
get, although we'd all like
to, the long, drawn-out bat-
tle between Karsten Manu-
facturing Corp., makers
of Ping Eye2
irons, and the
United States
Golf Association
over the issue of
square grooves?
The USGA, you
will recall, judged
that the micro-
scopic distance g
between the new
U-shaped grooves
violated the existing
standards for golf
clubs and provided
users with an unfair
advantage in spin rates
and such. The hell
they do, coun-
tered Ping;
and many
years and
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The game of golf has become a large-ticket business success,

in everything from the billions of golf balls sold to

the millions of dollars in prize money given away. And as

we all know, where dollars gather, so shall the lawyers.

tain class of golfers—namely, those
who had been successful and won lots
of money on the regular PGA Tour.
It’s not the first time the Senior Tour
has been accused of being a rather
closed club, but Toscano would have
been better off charging the Senior
circuit with being crushingly boring.
Of course, then the court would have
to order the executions of the worst
offenders, and there’s probably some
law against killing the likes of snooz-
ers like Hale Irwin, John Bland, Gor-
don Brand and other Senior “stars.”
And male golfers everywhere have
had to tiptoe in recent years around
the issue of equal rights for women
golfers. The state of Connecticut in
1997 passed a law forbidding golf clubs
from discriminating against female
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sanct Saturday and Sunday mornings,
but must also be permitted entry to
dine in the men’s grills and, if they
want, light up a big fat cigar there.
P.G. Wodehouse’s Oldest Member is
likely spinning like balata in his grave,
but progress will not be stopped.

But these are serious and weighty
matters, worthy of being debated eru-
ditely at the bar of justice. Some of
the game's precedents in jurispru-
dence are slightly less weighty, save
perhaps for the participants.

For instance, one Peter McNam-
ara got into a bit of a scuffle last sum-
mer at the Sweetbriar Golf Course in
Avon Lake, Ohio. McNamara and
his partner had apparently been play-
ing behind a slow-playing women's
foursome one afternoon, and, perhaps
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apparently did not like Russo's advice
and counsel, and threw a roundhouse
punch that “made Russo’s nose ex-
plode.” McNamara was convicted of
felonious assault and was sentenced
to two years. Russo went to see a plas-
tic surgeon to repair his honker.

The year before saw the sad case of
the Errant Bullish Hacker. In another
company golf outing, this one spon-
sored by an investment banking firm,
a 32-handicap hacker of a financier
sliced his drive on the last hole, hit-
ting a fellow worker, who was sitting
outside enjoying a bit of post-round
sun and libation, squarely between
the eyes. The injured worker’s attor-
ney claimed the shot could have killed
the poor man, and that the hacker
committed the unforgivable sin of not
yelling “Fore!” soon enough. A cdurt
of law permirted the lawsuit of three
million dollars in claimed damages
to proceed.

Golf can be a dangerous game.
Especially if played at the wrong time
and wrong place. Ask Clint Wolford.
He was just five strokes off the lead
in a local charity tournament near
Chattanooga, Tennessee, when his
name was spo:ted by a fan perusing
the sports pages. The fan was Judge
Stephen Bevil, a local criminal court
judge, who had agreed to suspend all
but six months of Wolford's four-year
sentence for vehicular homicide on
the condition that Wolford work dur-
ing the day but spend the rest of his
time in the local county workhouse.
The judge hauled the man back into
court, and despite Wolford's plea that
he was trying to improve a business
relationship with a customer by play-
ing golf with him, threw him into the
hoosegow to finish his sentence.

Oh, the injustice! Tiger Woods
sues the Franklin Mint for cutting a







