Legendary ladies returning to tee off tourney

A golf course can be almost spectral first thing in the morning. Quiet. Cool. Long shadows. Dew rising to a low-hanging mist as the sun creeps over the horizon.

And in the mist, memory.

Such is the plan for the early moments of the 100th Greater Cincinnati Women’s Golf Association Metropolitan Amateur championship. Five outstanding Ladies Met players will launch the July tournament as honorary starters at Cincinnati Country Club.

“There will be a lot of ghosts out there for sure,” said Carol Clark Johnson, one of the five. “It’s going to be remarkable. It celebrates the dignity of the game and everything we’ve built for women’s golf in Cincinnati. We’re really representing the wonderful people who made it possible for women to play.”

Johnson knew and played with some of the legends of women’s golf, and not just locally. Hall of Famers Patty Berg and Mildred “Babe” Zaharias were among her friends and competitors in the 1940s playing in the Women’s Western Open.

Closer to home, she and Nancy Porter came up together at Wyoming Golf Club. Johnson started playing at age 10, won the city junior title at age 12 and reached her first Ladies Met final at age 16. She and Porter played one-two on the boys golf team at Wyoming High School.

While Berg ran away with the 1941 Women’s Western Open at Cincinnati Country Club, winning 7-and-6, Johnson won the putting title. She went on to earn six more runner-up finishes in the Ladies Met, among other accomplishments.

.

The women joining Johnson as honorary starters also stand steeped in the lore of Cincinnati women’s golf. They include two-time champion Jane DeGrof, three-time winner Margaret Jones, four-time champ Joan Comisar and quintuple victor Judy Diem Hayes.

Jones played in the 50th Ladies Met in 1965 - also at Cincinnati Country Club – but, alas, it was not one of her triumphs. She fell 1-up on the 18th hole.

Despite admitting to a creeping case of stage fright at being one of the centers of attention, Jones looks forward to a return to the rolling hills of the course.

“Cincinnati Country Club is the oldest club in the area,” Jones said. “We need to remember how far we’ve come. And we’ve come a long way, baby.

“What you learn from playing golf lasts forever,” Jones said. “There’s self-discipline, fairness, ethical standards. It’s a character builder. It’s a good way to learn to focus. There’s so many things you can gain from playing golf.”

Jane Degroff gained a lot of friends via the Ladies Met, which she first entered in 1970 and won in both 1972 and 1988. She began playing golf with her grandfather’s old hickory-shafted clubs on a nine-hole course featuring sand greens in her native Iowa before coming to the University of Cincinnati for school.

“I was not a native Cincinnatian, but I was welcomed into the golf community here,” she said. “The Ladies Met has been the prestige tournament, but it’s been nice to have not only that kind of competition, but to have it with women you get to know and respect and be friends with over the years.

“There are a lot of women who have been a part of the GCWGA for a long time. We should make a big deal of this. It’s a thank you for all the people who have kept up the GCWGA all those years.” 

For a lot of years, Joan Comisar heard more about golf than she played. She didn’t take up the game until she was 28.

“I just put the ball in the ground and hit it and wherever it went, I would go find it and hit it again,” she said. “It was a release, really. It was beautiful scenery. It appealed to me because it fit when I could go out, like when the kids were in school or something.”

She said her first Ladies Met was in 1960 or ’61, playing in the fourth flight. But by 1967, she had improved enough to win her first title – she also won in ’71, ’77 and ’79 - the one she called most special.

“I was so amazed I won,” she said. “I’d never even seen a final match. When I showed up there was a referee, a standard bearer, all these people. It was something else.

“It’s fabulous this has been going on for 100 years. It’s something that shows the dedication of the women who played the game, who built the game in Cincinnati.”

Hayes, the five time champ, began her athletic career dedicated to swimming. But an ear infection at age 10 kept her out of the pool and left her following her parents around the links.

She quickly fell in love with the sport and – with the exception of a back surgery last summer – hasn’t stopped playing.

“The swing is a little shorter now; I have rods in my back,” she said. “Golf is exciting. It’s something you can play your whole life. You can always compete. It’s just how you gear yourself to do it. It’s a wonderful gift.

“Cincinnati is a great golf city. The competition I thoroughly enjoyed, but it was certainly nice to play with the people we did. One hundred years is big for anyone. To have a tournament to have held on as long as this one is remarkable. It’s a great testament to Cincinnati women’s golf and I’m looking forward to it.”

She’s not alone.

“Milestones like this are turning points in women’s golf,” Johnson said. “If you understand when I was a girl, I played on the boys team; if you understand they didn’t let us play in anything just for us. If you understand later, unless you played at a private club, you didn’t play.

“We don’t have those restrictions any more. Now we have golfers. Period. That’s beautiful.”

