THE MAR-A-LAGO CLUB

DOUBLES INVITATIONAL

February 27 – March 1, 2009
I am certain that everyone has heard the old saying: Better late than never. And oh, how true it might be - most of the time. Let’s take, for example, another look at Chuck Whitlow…

It was Sunday afternoon and I was on the way to my car. The chairs had been stacked, the wickets reset and the game clocks safely returned into hibernation.  The last shot of the 11th Annual Mar-a-Lago Invitational had been played well over an hour ago. Trophies had been awarded and the maximum occupancy of 24 participants were concluding their Final’s Luncheon at the nearby beach facility. That the threatening rain did not disturb this luncheon was nothing short of a miracle, though miracles seemed to be the norm throughout this three-day event. 

Chuck had been there the day before, supposedly to support those players hailing from his local PGA National club. “I can’t believe you didn’t invite me to this event,” he mumbled while scoffing down most of the cookie platter available to the players. “I might have done well here!” And well he might have, given the fact that this Invitational has always been restricted to those with handicaps of six and above. (Chuck is a suspect 1-handicapper.) 

Two Flights, actually, were played, the field split in half and placed into a Waterford Doubles format. Held upon a duo of the most beautiful lawns in the world and certainly within a setting most can only dream of, after two days of play those making the cut were awarded permanent partners for the Sunday Playoffs. “Everyone wants to play with me,” Chuck mumbled between bites and now moving closer to the pastry platter. “They probably dream of playing with me!”

In regard to the games themselves, they were timed at one hour and fifteen minutes with no double banking. The local Mar-a-Lago rule, that players always have unlimited ‘mulligans’ at the first wicket and must continue until that wicket is made was, as always, well accepted. In fact, all that happened at The Mar-a-Lago Club, one of Donald Trump’s many jewels, left even those who did not make the Playoffs looking forward to their next chance to bask within such an extraordinary atmosphere. “I’ll be back to supervise the Playoffs,” threatened Chuck as he finally wandered off, a hand-made doggie bag in tow. 

After two days of great weather and inspired play, the Sunday Playoffs were spectacular - all of the matches going into exciting last turns. Surprisingly, eight women competed within the two Semi-Final matches while four men, all having received byes, were waiting to see (no stereo type suggested) who their opponents would be.

In the First Flight, Mar-a-Lago Club Member Millicent Eisenberg and “No Surprise” Helen Jones defeated Isabel Jordan and the flamboyant Robin Wagner (17-14) in a great shooting Semi-Final. Things continued to look good for Millicent and Helen for most of the Finals, gaining a three-point lead over Arthur Clarke and George Mathys. And yet: Better late than never? In last turn, Arthur hit some clutch shots to even the match, set a wonderful leave and, with great composure, George scored the winning wicket - Millicent’s unsuccessful desperate shot sealing the (14-12) deal. 

In the Championship Flight and in the Semi-Final, chaos reigned. On paper, Cheryl Harders and Linda Prickett should have overcome Sally Winmill and Eileen Holberg without much resistance. And yet there was resistance, Eileen squaring the match with a clutch wicket shot and another go ahead miracle hoop to take the lead. Undaunted, Cheryl responded, and as the last ball in the final rotation, she nailed two, one with a difficult take-off, to reach the Finals (11-10).

Against the “laid back” Bob Chenoweth and the “Someone give him a Valium” Stuart Baker, the women did their best to keep the game close. And close, though not pretty, it was. Stuart Baker, under obvious pressure, scored the go ahead wicket in last turn, attacked and, to secure a great come from behind victory, needed then only to scatter two balls out of bounds. But…and this is why my tongue has scars…while Stuart did a great job of scattering one ball over the string, he managed to leave his own, though a far distance away from the opponents, accessible. Cheryl hit from 40 feet and then took off successfully (from a million miles away) to a ball located on the boundary behind her (one-back) wicket. From there, she played a split and scored the wicket! After a successful return roquet, Cheryl then took-off to two back, got position and made the wicket! Yikes! “Wow am I good!” yelled her winning partner, Linda Prickett.

Overall, the Mar-a-Lago experience is always an adventurous one, one all of us at The Mar-a-Lago Club hope will be put into the memory book. There is history at Mar-a-Lago. And style. And beauty. And in regard to croquet, Donald Trump has offered no better a setting within which both to relax and enjoy those small favors that life may have allowed us. The come from behind Finals fit the mold (“Better late than never?”) and The Mar-a-Lago Club thanks all of the participants involved for adding both their names and flare to a history within which the Club takes so much pride.

And so, to finish the story…I am still on the way to my car…the event officially over without mishap. It was, indeed, fantastic. I can only now believe that it didn’t rain upon our outdoor Final’s Luncheon, but what I cannot believe is the site before my eyes. With the dog carried carefully and wife Betty being dragged along, there was Chuck Whitlow, his words reaching me well before the reality set in. 

Chuck: Where is everyone…they need my help?

John: I am so sorry Mr. Whitlow, but as the schedule you read yesterday implied, play ended over an hour ago. The players are at lunch and the only thing left to see is Derrik Wassink practicing.

Betty: Ooooh…he’s cute…let’s watch!

John: How did you get through security?

Betty: Look, Derrick’s doing a full roll!

Chuck: But how can this be…I wasn’t here yet!?

Betty: I hope he lines up a peel!

John: Mr. Whitlow, your presence here is now….

Chuck: You’ll hear from my attorneys about this!

And with that, the 11th Annual Mar-a-Lago almost came to an end. I walked past the red-faced Chuck and the mesmerized Betty, more than pleased that everyone (actually in the tournament) had such a wonderful time. I was looking forward to our Singles Invitational, just over a month away. I placed equipment in the trunk, unlocked and started the car, turned on the radio and took a deep breath. “Better never than late” I said out loud. And as I drove away, these words squeaked through the sunroof: “Any cookies or muffins left?”

FINAL ORDER

CHAMPIONSHIP FLIGHT:

Cheryl Harders & Linda Prickett

Bob Chenoweth & Stuart Baker

Eileen Holberg & Sally Winmill

Also played in order of finish:

Jodie Rugart

John Joseph

William Cooley

Judith Cooley

Ann Frost-Little

Lou Fusz

FIRST FLIGHT:

Arthur Clarke & George Mathys

Millicent Eisenberg & Helen Jones

Isabel Jordan & Robin Wagner

Also played in order of finish:

John McDonald

Jim Gunther

Jennifer Joseph

Carla Rueck

Iris Chenoweth

Julia Wallace

-John C. Osborn

Mar-a-Lago Director of Croquet

