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20,000 Golf Balls under the Sea  
*Condensed from “Monster Trucks & Hair-in-a-Can” by Bill Geist 

Sailing high off the eight tee at Orlando’s Grand Cypress golf course, the ball climbs straight and 

true into the warm, blue sky, powdered-- with a neat click!—by a state-of-the-art graphite-shafted 

driver. Descending a bit early, the dimpled sphere falls short of the green, landing in a charming lake. 

 “Attaboy!” whoops Jim Reid, sitting in a golf cart on the shores of the water hazard. 

 Next comes a ball flying low off the tee. It skips once, twice, three times on the water, before 

sinking to Davy Jones’s pro shop beneath it. 

 “It’s a sweet sound, isn’t it?” Reid asks listening to the bloop! plop! kerplunk! of golf balls landing 

in the lake. 

 He has reason to cheer. Where others see grief and frustration, Jim Reid sees opportunity. 

“Basically, I profit from the mistakes of others,” he says. Reid began capitalizing on those mistakes in 

1981, becoming the Used Golf Ball King of Florida. 

 He moved there from Oklahoma in 1971, taking a job as a surveyor. He met Beverly, who 

worked for the phone company, and married her. They bought a little house. 

 Jim took up scuba diving, scouring shipwrecks for gold doubloons and such. Then one day he put 

on his scuba gear and hopped into a water hazard on the Rolling Hills golf course in Longwood, just to 

see what he could see. 

 “What I saw was amazing,” Jim recalls. “The entire bottom was solid white. Thousands of golf 

balls!” 

 He examined a bunch in the daylight. “Most of them looked just like new,” he recalls. He 

showed them to the course manager, who offered Reid ten cents a ball. 

 Reid dived back in. He came up with more than 2,000 balls that day, making almost as much as 

he was normally paid for a week’s worth. After talking it over with Beverly, he decided to take the 

plunge: quit his job and go golf-ball diving full time. 

 “It was kind of embarrassing,” Reid admits. “When people ask you what you do for a living and 

you say you dive in mudholes for golf balls, they kind of back off.” 

 But dive he did, and the harvest was plentiful. First he brought home carloads of balls and 

cleaned them in Beverly’s washing machine. Beverly, although supportive, drew the line at letting Jim 

destroy her machine, so he bought his own. 

 The neighbors didn’t care for the idea either. Imagine listening to 500 golf balls go round and 

round in a washing machine until all hours of the night. So Jim hired the neighbors. 

 Over time he experimented with technology. He tried cleaning the balls with a cement mixer, 

but the process scoured the dimples off the balls and they wouldn’t fly straight. A golf pro called to 

complain about this; later he called back to say it wasn’t so bad after all—everybody was signing up for 

lessons. 

 Reid was his staff of neighbors went back to washing the balls, which they then perched on trios 

of nails and spray-painted. They boxed them up and sold them at half the price of new balls. 

 Word spread, and other divers began to take an interest. Jim bought balls from them. Soon, 

semitrailer trucks were backing up to his garage, bringing in old muddy balls and taking them away like 

new. Not able to hire all the complainers in his neighborhood, Jim moved his business to an industrial 

area. 

 “How’s the fishing today?” Jim yells to divers unloading the catch of the day on his dock. 

 “Pretty good,” says one of them. “About 2,500 balls, I’d say.” 

 “Get ‘em over at Grand Cypress?” Jim asks. 
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 “Yeah. Off the tee there on the ninth,” the diver replies, graciously divulging a hot spot to the 

other divers. 

 Divers collect eight cents a ball. One diver, Dan Becher, is at the top of his trade, probably the 

best Used Golf Ball Diver in the state. In 1993 he retrieved 652,000 balls. He drives an El Camino with a 

car phone and makes about $50,000 a year. 

 But Reid stresses it’s no picnic out there: “It takes a special breed of person to be down there for 

hours in the dark with snakes and eels—and your imagination.” 

 Water hazards range as deep as 50 feet. Divers tell of stepping on broken glass or jagged pieces 

of metal. Several have been struck by golf balls. Reid himself was hit by lightning while underwater.  

 It is late afternoon and the used-golf-ball fleet keeps coming in, one diver after another with the 

harvest of a bounty of bad shots. 

 After the balls are unloaded they are counted, rinsed, and marinated in a vat of Jim’s secret 

sauce, a whitener. And he does mean secret. Employees have to sign a five-page pledge that they will 

not divulge its contents. 

 After whitening, the balls are sprayed with an acrylic. They are then sorted by brand and quality 

by people sitting at a table and dropping balls into a contraption that has plastic pipe running every 

which way before finally emptying the balls into buckets. The ones in bad condition used to be sold to 

cruise ships for use on the ultimate water hazard—but environmental regulations put a stop to that. 

Now they’re being stored in case someone ever comes with a nifty use for them.  

 “When I quit my job,” Jim said, “I figured I’d have to find 2,500 golf balls a week to break even.” 

Between 80,000 and 100,000 balls a day now arrive at the Orlando company, called Second Chance Golf 

Ball Recyclers, from courses as far away as Hawaii. In 1993 Second Chance had gross revenues of about 

$5 million.  

 “The only thing that could hurt Second Chance now,” Reid says, “is if one of the major 

companies comes up with a floating golf ball. But that would hurt them worse. The way it is now, 

everybody but the guy who hits the ball makes money.” 

 Some 200 million new golf balls are manufactured every year. Where do they all go? Blop! Plop! 

Kerplunk! 

 “When will they ever learn?” I ask Jim. 

 “Never, I hope.” 
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20,000 Golf Balls Under the Sea 

 

RI.9-10.1: Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly 

as well as inferences drawn from the text. 

 In 20,000 Golf Balls Under the Sea the author shows how Jim Reid’s business grows and thrives as a 

result of his continued effort to improve the process of finding and reconditioning golf balls. 

A. Cite TWO ways Jim Reid improved his approach to collecting/reselling lost golf balls. 

B. Explain how each improvement positively impacted his business.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Distinguished (18-20 points) Student correctly names two ways Jim Reid improved his approach to 

collecting/reselling lost golf balls and thoroughly explains how each 

improvement positively impacted his business, correctly using two 

specific examples from the text for each of the two improvements.  

Proficient (15-17 points) Student correctly names two ways Jim Reid improved his approach to 

collecting/reselling lost golf balls and explains how each improvement 

positively impacted his business, using two specific examples from the 

text for each of the two improvements.  

Apprentice (12-14 points) Student names two ways Jim Reid improved his approach to 

collecting/reselling lost golf balls and explains how each improvement 

positively impacted his business, using one example. 

Novice (6-11 points) Student names one way Jim Reid improved his approach to 

collecting/reselling lost golf balls and gives some explanation. 

Non-Performing (1-5 points) Student does not address the question. 

 


