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I TRUDGED down the fifth fairway at the Ritz-Carlton Golf Club in Orlando, Fla., with a golf bag on my shoulder and a royal blue bib draped over my chest. It was a near perfect day, temperature in the low 80s with a slight breeze, the sky puffed with cottony clouds. But for once, I, the former would-be tour pro, wasn’t playing the game. I was in executive pursuit of becoming a so-called caddie concierge. The bag I was toting belonged to Forrest Kvemshagen, a hotel guest with a 24.5 handicap who was chief information officer for a Canadian government agency. A veteran caddie concierge named Bob Blegen was riding in a golf cart with Forrest’s wife, Pat Ryland, a 30 handicapper. The Ritz’s director of golf operations, Patrick Dill, was walking a few paces behind us to evaluate my performance.

I stopped beside Forrest’s ball and set his bag down on its pop-out stand. Having already located a nearby sprinkler head stenciled with distance numbers, I advised Forrest that he was exactly 221 yards from the pin. I removed the head cover from his utility wood, and handed him the club. Then I grabbed the handle of his bag and stepped exactly one yard backward and one yard to my left so that I would not distract him during his golf swing.

“Sir, your target line is the near edge of the fairway bunker on the right,” I said.

Forrest grinned at me as he placed the head of his utility wood behind his ball, and allowed with a Canadian inflection, “You’re like my very own personal valet, eh?”

Forrest whacked a high slice that veered considerably to the right of the recommended target line. I thought I saw his ball plop down in a patch of moderately high rough about 20 yards short of the fairway bunker. But upon arriving at that spot, I could not find it. I combed an adjacent bed of pine needles. It was not among them. I jogged over to a thicket of palmetto lining the far side of the fairway. It was not there, either. Finally, we declared the ball lost.

“That’s your first demerit,” Patrick informed me.

Had we been competing in a tournament, Forrest would have incurred a one-stroke penalty and been forced to play a second ball from the position at which he had hit the errant utility wood shot. Instead, Patrick graciously permitted him to hit a second ball from a nearby spot in the fairway. But due to my myopic ineptitude, Forrest had sacrificed a shiny new orb that retailed for $5.

I hung my head in shame as we resumed our trek toward the fifth green. The relationship between a caddie and a golfer is unique in the world of sport. According to a historical blurb appended to the lunch menu back at the clubhouse, the bond traces to the mid-16th century, when Mary, Queen of Scots, was studying in France. An avid golfer, Mary enlisted French military cadets, eventually nicknamed “caddies,” to carry her clubs on the local links.

Over the ensuing centuries, the caddie evolved from a mere packhorse to a multifaceted companion who performed roles ranging from coach and sports psychologist to able procurer of virtually anything a golfer desired. As motorized golf carts became increasingly popular after World War II, caddies all but disappeared from a vast majority of courses in the United States. Most full-time professional caddies now work for players who compete on pro golf tours.

But caddies are now enjoying a moderate resurgence at certain private and daily fee courses as American golfers have gained a renewed appreciation of traditionalism and the health benefits of walking. One of the corporate leaders in the industry is Caddie Master Enterprises, a North Carolina company that provides caddies at golfing shrines like Augusta National, Pinehurst and Pebble Beach, as well as at upscale resorts like the six courses managed by Ritz-Carlton in Jamaica, the Cayman Islands, suburban Washington and Florida.

As I discovered during a training session the day before my outing with Forrest Kvemshagen, the Ritz-Carlton demands that its bag toters be true concierges as well as caddies. It is not enough simply to show up, keep up and shut up. A candidate must first undergo a vetting process that includes an online personality test and five days of intensive instruction on the golf course. 

