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But Calcavecchia, the 2005 Canadian
Open winner, was in a good mood having
birdied the 18th hole and was prominent on
the leaderboard. So he didn’t mind much
when delayed in his quest for an ice-cold
drink to talk about one of the most basic
elements of the game: the golf ball.

It’s questionable what costs more, the
making of the golf ball or the selling of it.
The marketing strategies of the major golf
ball manufacturers are vast. Advertising
budgets are massive. Professional endorse-
ments are expensive. Pushing golf balls is a
lot like selling fishing lures: it’s easier to
hook the fisherman than it is the fish.

A major Canadian golf retailer offers
more than 83 kinds of golf balls from 15
manufacturers and at prices ranging from
$10 to nearly $50 per dozen. There are so
many different golf balls making so many
different performance promises — longer,
higher, more spin — it is becoming ever
more difficult to decide what type of ball to
play.

Calcavecchia has no such difficulty. 
“I play with the Titleist Pro V1,” he

declared, not surprisingly since he is co-
sponsored by Titleist. 

Calcavecchia, 48, joined the PGA Tour in
1982 and in his first tournament, the Doral-
Eastern Open, he tied for 67th place at 8-
over par and earned $618. He wasn’t sure
what type of ball he played off the first tee in
his debut.

“I don’t remember and I wouldn’t bet a
nickel on it but it would have to be a Titleist.
Maybe a Low Traj 90. I played those in the
early ’80s,” he said after some considerable
thought. 

Calcavecchia,  who finished tied for 14th
at Glen Abbey and won $82,500 (U.S.), has
career earnings in excess of $23 million
(U.S.). In his 27 years on tour, he’s seen
plenty of changes and a major revolution in
ball and clubs. 

“The ball is a lot harder now but they’ve
somehow figured out a way to make it spin
as much if not more than the softer-feeling
ball from 25 years ago,” he said. “The best
way to describe it is 25 years ago the ball felt
like a marshmallow compared to what it
feels like today.”

The cause and effect of high-tech tita-
nium-faced drivers and improved golf balls
can be tracked through Calcavecchia’s
career. In 1983, his average driving distance
was 272 yards, good for fourth place among
the tour professionals. He remained around
that distance for another 10 years and then
his distances crept up. He hit drives farther
the past couple years than ever before with
averages of 290 yards in 2007 and 283 yards
last year but was only the 139th best on tour.
During that same time frame, the leading
average driving distance went from 275
yards to as high as 321 yards.

Those distances are a far cry from the
time the first international tournament in
North America was played at the Niagara-
on-the-Lake golf course in 1895.

The historic nine-hole tourney along the
Lake Ontario shore was won by Charles
MacDonald of Chicago. He also won the
long-drive contest on the first hole when he
fired his “guttie” — a ball made of hardened
Malaysian rubber — a distance of 179 yards,
one foot and six inches.

The golf ball went through several evolu-
tionary stages with the most important
being the discovery in the early 1900s that
dimples reduced aerodynamic drag and
gave the ball lift, allowing it to travel much
farther. The latest revolution came closer to
the end of the century. 

Ken Tannar, a physics and mathematics
teacher for 25 years in Salmon Arm, B.C.,

‘The best way to describe it

is 25 years ago the ball felt

like a marshmallow

compared to what it feels

like today.’

Mark Calcavecchia, 
PGA Tour pro on the golf ball
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FEATHERIE  
Around 1618, cheap wooden golf balls were
replaced by extremely expensive leather-
covered balls stuffed with feathers. A top-hat full
of feathers were boiled and crammed inside a
wet leather casing. As the stitched leather cover
dried, it shrank and hardened around its
contents. The featherie was formed into a round
shape and covered in several coats of paint. The
ball lasted no more than a couple of rounds, less
if it became wet. A featherie maker could
produce no more than four a day and the objects
were only available to the wealthy.

GUTTIE  
The Rev. Dr. Robert Adams was credited for
heating some gutta-percha packaging material
in 1848 and shaping it into a ball. Gutta-percha is
the hardened rubbery sap of the sapodilla tree
found in Malaysia. The popularity of golf
expanded beyond the wealthy classes since the
guttie was so much cheaper to produce than the
featherie and was more durable.

HISTORY OF GOLF BALLS
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has applied the knowledge of his profession
to the game with a passion. He plays to a two
handicap and has won several amateur
tournaments and club championships in
his province.

Tannar shares his knowledge of the game
and its equipment on his website, probable-
golfinstruction.com, and he’s followed the
changes carefully.

“It was 1996 when Spalding’s multi-layer,
solid-core Strata was developed. Until then
nearly all tour pros played wound balls with
liquid centres and soft balata covers for
control, feel and workability thanks to
higher spin rates,” Tannar explained.

“The drawback of the wound balata balls
was that they went significantly less
distance than the solid, surlyn-covered
(hard) balls of the time. Ball manufacturers
started to add softening agents to the covers
which made them much softer, yet still
durable, without the loss of distance like the
balata balls. Titleist’s Pro V1 came out in
2000 which even had more spin without
sacrificing distance.

“The pros hit the ball much farther with
the soft covered, multi-layer balls, yet still
have the high spin on irons shots and the
short game. Thus, average driving distance
soared on the tours. As well, new driver
technology came in that increased distance
even farther, especially on mis-hits.”

Golfers of a certain generation will recall
— long before they became golfers — taking

a sharp knife to the cover of a wound ball
and unwinding the long string of rubber
only to find the “mystery” substance at its
centre was nothing more than a mixture of
water, salt and corn syrup.

With so many golf balls to choose from,
which one is the very best? The surprising
answer is there isn’t one absolutely best golf
ball. It all depends on what kind of player is
swinging the club. What’s right for the
touring pros can be very wrong for the
higher-handicap players with lower swing
speeds.

Players with high scores tend to lose a lot
of balls so it makes sense for them to use the
less-expensive products. 

The biggest sellers are the two-piece golf

balls with a solid rubber core. The covers
and the compression of the core can be
changed for a better feel, but these balls are
made for distance and reducing the severity
of a hook or slice.

A three-piece ball has a thin membrane
between the core and cover and provides
greater spin and control for the better
players. Some professionals and players
with very high swing speeds prefer a four-
piece ball that contains what is best
described as a core-within-a-core and has a
Velcro-like grip when hit properly on the
green.

So which ball is best for you? 
Says Tannar: “I always recommend that

golfers play a ball that they like the feel of
and can afford. I recommend that whenever
possible use a premium ball that maximizes
spin and feel. For the average golfer, almost
half the shots are from around the green
and on the green. A ball with feel and ample
spin will enable the golfer to shoot lower
scores. That ball will also be able to stop
faster on irons shots, and not sacrifice
distance.”

But golf balls can be fickle. They will veer
from the straight and narrow. They will lip
out of the cup on a two-foot putt. No matter
what the style and what the price, golf balls
get little respect.

“A ball’s a ball to me,” Calcavecchia said.
“If I make a bogey I throw it in the river. I’ve
got no attachment to my golf ball.” ■

‘A ball with feel and ample

spin will enable the golfer to

shoot lower scores. That 

ball will also be able to stop

faster on irons shots.’

Ken Tannar, 
Expert on the physics of golf
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HAMMERED GUTTIE 
It was quickly discovered that a scuffed guttie
flew farther than a smooth ball although the
basic principles of aerodynamics weren’t fully
understood at the time. Even patterns were
hammered into the ball and by 1890 the Bramble
golf ball was made in a mould with raised bumps
on its surface.

RUBBER CORE 
Coburn Haskell of Cleveland and Bertram Work
of the B. F. Goodrich Company in Akron, Ohio
developed the modern golf ball in 1908 with a
long rubber thread wrapped around a solid
rubber core. The gutta-percha cover was eventu-
ally replaced by a soft balata. William Taylor, a
successful English businessman, came up with
the idea of adding dimples to the golf ball that
reduced the aerodynamic drag and provided lift
allowing golf balls to travel farther. By 1932, the
United States Golf Association regulated the size
of a golf ball at 1.68 inches (4.27 centimetres) in
diameter and weighing 1.62 ounces (45.9
grams), a standard that remains today. The solid
core was replaced by a liquid core.

MULTI-PIECE 
Today’s golf balls are made in either two, three or
four pieces. A two-piece ball has a solid core
covered by synthetic materials like surlyn or
urethane blends. A three-piece has a soft
membrane between the core and the cover and
allows better control and more spin. The four-
piece ball has a dual-core. Some solid cores
contain titanium powder to impart additional
energy on impact with the golf club. The more
complex the construction, the higher the cost.
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