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    I dedicate this book to my loving, enthusiastic and always encouraging wife, Darlene and to my daughter Casey, for their constant support of my passion for coaching the minds and careers of athletes.

I dedicate it as well to all the fantastic golfers and teachers who have let me teach them, learn with them and learn from them. Thanks for the trust. Thanks for the honesty and candor. Thanks for the opportunity. And thanks for being willing to go for greatness.





Introduction



OVER THE PAST THIRTEEN YEARS, I’VE BEEN FORTUNATE ENOUGH TO work with many of the greatest golfers in the world. This book is an effort to share with others who love the game what I’ve taught some very successful golfers and what they’ve taught me.

The psychology of great golf is quite plain and logical. Most players with whom I work are at first amazed by the simplicity of what I tell them. They’re surprised to find that there is nothing weird or mysterious in what I do. With a bit of relief in their voices, they tell me that the type of thinking I teach strikes them as good common sense.

Sport psychology, as I teach it, is about learning to think in the most effective and efficient way possible every day. It’s the psychology of excellence. My job as a coach of mental skills is to help players go where they might not be able to go on their own, given their old ways of thinking.

They may have learned ways of thinking that work on a driving range or a practice green. What I offer is a way of thinking and playing that works under the fire of competitive pressure, that breeds consistency, provides the best chance to “go low,” and helps players find a way to win.

The challenge lies not in understanding the concepts I teach, for, as I’ve said, they’re simple and make common sense. The challenge lies in thinking this way every day on every shot.

To meet this challenge, golfers must understand the power within themselves. They must learn to tap this power and let it flow into their golf game.

One of my goals in writing this book is to expose people who love golf to the truth about free will. I am convinced that it is the power of will that separates great golfers from those who never reach their potential.

Though I teach psychology, I have never known for sure where the mind ends and where heart, soul, courage and the human spirit begin. But I do know that it is somewhere in this nexus of mind and spirit, which we call free will, that all great champions find the strength to dream their destinies and to honor their commitments to excellence. All great champions are strong on the inside.

They all learn that competitive golf either builds character or reveals character. They learn to be honest about their thoughts. They learn to relish the game’s mental and emotional challenges. They learn to appreciate the value of thinking in an athletic manner. Finally, they learn that golf is a game, and it has to be played.

I also know that it’s all too easy, in this age of videotape, for the media to overlook the role of the mind. Television cameras can’t take pictures of thoughts. But anyone who plays championship golf will tell you that at least half the battle occurs inside the golfer’s mind.

This book will equip you for that challenge. Because I think it’s important to learn from the experience of other players, I’ve drawn lots of illustrations from the history of the game and from conversations I’ve had with the players I teach. I hope these anecdotes will help readers understand and remember the principles I want to convey. They are the honest truth about golfing excellence.

Read and enjoy.








Foreword

By Tom Kite




THROUGHOUT THE YEARS, THERE HAS BEEN A GREAT DEAL OF DISCUSSION about the game of golf and about improving scores. Invariably, the discussion turns into a debate on exactly how much of the game is physical and how much is mental. Generally, the better a player is, the higher the percentage he will attribute to the mental side. That’s reasonable. A beginner, who has very little control over his swing, can’t be expected to understand that the game is 80 percent or 90 percent mental. But on the PGA Tour, where all the players can hit quality shots, the mental side is at least 90 percent of the margin between winners and losers. Percentages aside, no matter what a player’s handicap, the scores will always be lower if the golfer thinks well.

There have been untold thousands of instruction books written on golf. Most have chapters on the grip, the stance, posture, swing plane, alignment, and the rest of the game’s mechanics. But, given the mental side of the game’s importance, far too little has been written on it. There must be reasons for this. Maybe it’s because it’s impossible to see what a person is thinking. Many times I have had fans tell me how cool I looked on the course, when all I could remember was how scared or nervous I had been. Or, possibly, it’s because the top players, those who have found an effective way to think on the course, are very protective of any thoughts that might aid an opponent. Or maybe it’s because few people have studied the mental side of golf compared with the vast number who have studied the swing. But for whatever reason, accurate information on the mental side of the game is long overdue. Bob Rotella’s book—this book—is it.

I met Doc in 1984 at the Doral Open in Miami. I was in one of those phases where I just couldn’t seem to do anything right on the course, and my scores showed it. I hadn’t had a top finish for months, and winning a tournament seemed as far away as the moon. But after a couple of meetings early in the week, when Doc did no more than refresh my memory of those great thoughts I usually have when I am playing my best, I went out and actually won the tournament, beating none other than Jack Nicklaus down the stretch. My swing hadn’t changed at all in the couple of days since the last event. But I was like a new person. All of a sudden, I could hit shots that I could not even imagine the week before. My patience level increased dramatically. Even my walk was confident. I had a new best friend, and it was me!

In the first twelve years of my life on the PGA Tour, I had established myself as a pretty decent player but had only won five official tournaments. In the ten years since meeting Doc, I have won fourteen tournaments, played on the Ryder Cup team, and won my first major, the U.S. Open. To say that I think Doc has helped make me a better player would be an understatement. I now realize that I must spend as much time working on a good mental approach as I do hitting balls on the practice tee.

But don’t let the idea of yet another task scare you! This won’t require much hard work on your part. After all, we all have thoughts running through our minds all the time. What Doc can do is show you what thoughts are advantageous and what thoughts are destructive. And one of the really neat things that comes along when you try this approach is that not only do you become a better golfer, athlete, or sales executive, but you learn more about yourself and become a more fulfilled person.

Who says we can’t have it all?








1.

On My Interpretation of Dreams




I HAVE TWO things in common with Sigmund Freud. I have a couch in my consulting room. And I ask people to tell me about their dreams. But there the resemblance ends.

The couch is in my basement rec room, near the Grounds of the University of Virginia in Charlottesville. The picture frames above it hold not the psychoanalyst’s carefully neutral art but a print of a golfer swinging a mid-iron and a flag from the 18th hole at Pebble Beach, signed by Jack Nicklaus, Tom Watson and Tom Kite. A four-and-one-quarter-inch putting cup, sunk into the floor, and a universal gym complete the decor. And no one lies on my couch. They sit, and we talk face to face.

Freud believed dreams were a window into the subconscious mind. From them, he spun a web of theory that, too often, boils down to a belief that people are the victims of circumstances beyond their control—of childhood traumas, parental mistakes, and instinctive impulses.

But the dreams I ask about are not the ones that crept from the unconscious the night before. They are the goals and aspirations a golfer has been carrying around in his or her conscious mind.

The dreams I want to hear of excite some fortunate people from the time they wake up each morning until they fall asleep at night. They are the stuff of passion and tenacity. They might be defined as goals, but goals so bright that no one need write them down to remember them. In fact, the hard task for the professionals I work with is not recalling their dreams, but occasionally putting them out of their minds and taking some time off from their pursuit of them. The dreams I want to hear about are the emotional fuel that helps people take control of their lives and be what they want to be. Time and again, I have heard stories of dreams that are intimately connected to the ability to play great golf. In fact, this is the first mental principle a golfer must learn:

A person with great dreams can achieve great things.

A person with small dreams, or a person without the confidence to pursue his or her dreams, has consigned himself or herself to a life of frustration and mediocrity.

•  •  •

PAT BRADLEY HAD some of the most exciting dreams I have ever heard. When I first met her, in the early 1980s, she had won a number of tournaments, but she wasn’t convinced she knew how to win. She wasn’t even sure she was innately gifted at golf. As a kid, she had concentrated most of her attention on skiing. She hadn’t won many important amateur events, and she hadn’t attended a college with a great women’s golf team. She was a good player who just slowly and gradually got better, until she was making a good living as a professional.

She sat on my couch and said, “I’m past thirty. I want to win more. I want to win majors. I want to be Player of the Year at least once. And I want to be in the LPGA Hall of Fame.”

At that point, I didn’t even know what it took to get into the LPGA Hall of Fame. I quickly learned that, in all of sports, it’s the hardest Hall of Fame to enter. A golfer has to win thirty tournaments, at least one of them a major. Very few make it.

I said to myself, “Wow. This woman has a great head.”

Just talking with her exhilarated me. She was so intense and so excited. She had a quest.

We worked for two days on how she could learn to see herself as a winner, to think effectively, to play one shot at a time, to believe in her putting and herself. We talked periodically thereafter, and still do.

The first year after our visit, she won five tournaments, three of them majors. She nearly won the Grand Slam of women’s golf. I attended the one major she lost that year, the U.S. Women’s Open in Dayton, Ohio. She lipped out putts on two of the last three holes and lost by a shot or two.

Afterward, we talked, and I told her I was glad I hadn’t been carrying a million dollars with me, because I would have bet it all on her to win the Open. That was how impressive her attitude and confidence were that year.

Pat continued to win, and in 1991, with her fourth victory that year, she qualified for the LPGA Hall of Fame. The induction ceremony was at the Ritz-Carlton in Boston, and Pat invited my wife, Darlene, and me. We came into the lobby and saw Pat and her mother, Kathleen. We exchanged hugs.

“Hey, before you leave, we have to talk,” she said.

“What do we need to talk about?” I asked.

She looked at me and said, “Where do we go from here? Bob, we’ve got to find a new dream. What’s next?”

Pat is still trying to figure out what comes next. For a while, she thought that the 1996 Olympics would include golf and be played at Augusta National. She had always dreamed of playing at Augusta, and she had always dreamed of being an Olympian. The prospect of doing both fired her up, until the International Olympic Committee dropped the idea.

Now she’s searching for a new dream. And she hasn’t won since 1991. I know that when she seizes on a new dream, she will win again. Her dreams propel her.

•  •  •

I HEARD SOMETHING similar from Byron Nelson recently. Tom Kite and I were giving a clinic at Las Colinas Country Club, outside of Dallas, and we were flattered that Byron and his wife, Peggy, showed up to listen to what we had to say.

After our presentation, during the question period, Byron raised his hand.

“People have often asked me where my mind was the year I won eleven tournaments in a row,” he said. “I’ve never had a good answer, until now, when I listened to what you and Tom were saying about going after your dreams.

“When I was a young player, my dream was to own a ranch. Golf was the only way I was going to get that ranch. And every tournament I played in, I was going after a piece of it. First I had to buy some property. Then I had to fence it. Then I had to build a house for it. Then furnish the house. Then I had to build barns and corrals. Then animals. Then I had to hire someone to look after it while I was touring. Then I had to put enough money aside to take care of it forever.

“That was what I won tournaments for. It’s amazing, but once I got that ranch all paid for, I pretty much stopped playing. I was all but done as a competitive player.”

•  •  •

TOM KITE is a great example of a person who dreamed huge dreams, and kept dreaming them in the face of all kinds of supposed evidence that they were foolish.

A few years ago I was down at the Austin Country Club working with Tom the week before the Tournament of Champions. He had to go inside to take a phone call, and while I waited for him to return, a tall, athletic-looking man walked up to me and introduced myself.

“You’re Bob Rotella, aren’t you?” he asked. “What are you talking to Kite about? You know, he really thinks you’re helping him.”

We shook hands, and he identified himself as an old friend and competitor of Tom’s from boyhood days.

“I went to high school with Tom and played golf with him,” the man said. “Ben Crenshaw was right behind us. Ben won the state championship twice. I won it once. Tom never won it. I thought I was way better than him. He seemed to be always shooting three over par. How did he get so good?”

There was a long answer and a short answer to that question.

The short answer was that Tom had a dream and he never stopped chasing it.

As a boy, he was small, needed glasses, and wasn’t even the best junior golfer at his club. His dream seemed so unlikely that when he was fourteen or fifteen, his parents took him to see Lionel and Jay Hebert, the former touring pros. Tom’s father wanted the Hebert brothers to tell Tom something discouraging, to tell him how high the odds were against him.

The Heberts, fortunately, demurred. “He’ll find out soon enough how hard it is,” they said. “Let him go after it.”

When Tom and I first met, dreams still motivated him. He wanted to win more tournaments, including majors. He wanted to be player of the year. He wanted to be the leading money winner.

He has fulfilled those dreams. Now he has new ones. Two days after he won the U.S. Open for the first time, he called me up. He knew what would happen when he returned to the Tour. Everyone he met would want to congratulate him. Reporters would want to interview him about the Open. Fans would mob him. Faced with those distractions, a lot of new Open champions have suffered letdowns. Tom was determined not to be one of them. He wanted to test his self-discipline. He wanted to be a player who used the Open as a springboard to even better performance. And he did.

I suspect Tom will attain his new dreams as he did the old ones, because he has always been willing to do what was entailed in the long answer to the question posed by his boyhood rival.

The long answer would have recounted how hard Tom worked, on both the physical and mental aspects of his game, how often he endured failures, how often he bounced back, as he pursued those dreams.

The man I was speaking with had made a common mistake in assessing Tom. He confused golfing potential with certain physical characteristics. Most people carry in their mind an image of a golfer with potential. He is young, tall and lean. He moves with the grace of the natural athlete and probably has excelled at every sport he’s ever tried. He can hit the ball over the fence at the end of the practice range.

But while I certainly wouldn’t discourage someone with those physical characteristics, I’ve found that they have little to do with real golfing potential.

Golfing potential depends primarily on a player’s attitude, on how well he plays with the wedges and the putter, and on how well he thinks.

It’s nice when Tom gives me a little of the credit for his achievements, but the truth is that he had a great attitude before I ever met him. He had a backyard green and sand trap as a boy, where he developed his short game. He refused to believe he couldn’t achieve his goals. Those qualities of mind were and are true talent and true potential. I believe that with his mind and attitude, if Tom had decided as a five-year-old that he wanted to be a great basketball player instead of a great golfer, he would have been an All-American in basketball. That’s because talent and potential have much more to do with what’s inside an athlete’s head than with his physical characteristics.

I’m sometimes asked if there is a distinct champion’s personality. I see no evidence that there is, because the champions I’ve worked with cover a broad spectrum of personality types. They come from cities and small towns, poverty and wealth, athletic parents and nonathletic parents. Some are shy and some are gregarious. Tom Kite and Nick Price, if they were in law and accounting instead of in golf, might well find they had few common interests.

But they and other champions all have a few common characteristics. They are all strong-willed, they all have dreams, and they all make a long-term commitment to pursue those dreams.

In fact, I think it’s often more difficult for a person branded with what most people perceive as potential to become great than it was for, say, Pat Bradley.

When everyone around you is telling you you have great potential, and they expect you to win all the time, you can quickly start to hate and despise the potential you have, to perceive it as a burden. Val Skinner, one of the players I work with on the LPGA Tour, has struggled with that problem. She came to the tour as the Collegiate Player of the Year, and she hits it a long way. When she didn’t win immediately, she got frustrated and critical of herself. She’s had to work hard to realize that her physical talent is only one factor in her golfing ability—and not the most important factor.

Most people use only a small percentage of their innate physical ability, anyway. The golfer whose attitude enables him to tap a higher percentage of a relatively modest store of God-given talent can and will beat the one who doesn’t know how to maximize what he has.

•  •  •

ON THE OTHER hand, a player with no dreams has little real potential. Not too long ago, a young man from another university came to Charlottesville to see me, looking for help with his golf game. I asked him what his dreams were.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’m a pretty talented golfer, a pretty talented student. I do pretty well at both. My dad’s got a pretty good company, and I guess after college I can go to work for him and make a pretty good living, so I’m not worried about the future.”

The conversation floundered for a while. Finally I asked if there was anything he really loved doing, anything that truly excited him. He perked up immediately.

“Oh, yeah! I love going to see our school play basketball. The team is so awesome, so good, so into it. They’re like on a mission, Doc. I’d stay up all night in a tent to get tickets to the games. I go on the road with them.”

His school indeed had a successful basketball program. The team had been to the Final Four several times.

I stopped him and told him, “I don’t want to break your heart, but you must realize that if your school’s golf program was as good as its basketball program, you couldn’t play.”

He asked why.

“You have talent, but your school recruits basketball players with both talent and attitude,” I said. “Your basketball coach dreams of winning national championships. He recruits only players who are totally committed to winning national championships. If you’re not, he doesn’t want you. Because if you’re not, you’re not going to work on free throws every day until you become an excellent free-throw shooter. If you’re not, you’re not going to play defense every night.”

Free throws and defense, I said, are like the short game in golf. They require not so much talent as determination and commitment. And they are usually what separates teams that win national championships from aggregations of slam-dunk artists.

I asked how many times that year his golf coach had talked about winning the national championship.

“Not at all,” the boy replied. In fact, the team had felt it did very well just to qualify for the NCAA tournament, where it failed to make the cut. They had a party after the tournament was over.

“That’s the point,” I said. “You have to look at what you’re aiming for, because that’s going to influence your level of commitment. I guarantee you that guys on your golf team practice when they want to practice. I guarantee that they spend all of their time on the range working on their swings and that no one’s ever over at the practice green working on the short game. And I bet most of you spend a lot of time justifying being so-so golfers because you’re at a very demanding school, academically, and you spend too much time studying.”

He nodded.

I told him it would be harder for him to achieve great things in golf than it would be for his school’s basketball players to achieve great things in their sport, because he would have to do it himself. He would have to set his own goals higher than his team’s, and commit himself to achvieving them. It would be an individual quest, and sometimes a lonely one.

•  •  •

THAT’S BECAUSE THE world is full of people happy to tell you that your dreams are unrealistic, that you don’t have the talent to realize them.

I never do that. Whenever someone introduces me or identifies me as a shrink, I am tempted to correct him. I’m not a shrink. I’m an enlarger. I am not in the business of telling people that they don’t have talent, that their dreams are foolish and unnattainable. I want to support people’s talent. I believe in human abilities.

If someone came to me and said, “I’m forty-five years old, my handicap is 25, and my dream is to make a living on the Senior Tour,” I would say, “Fantastic! You’re just the kind of person who excites the living daylights out of me. Just the fact that you’re shooting 95 and you’re talking about being able to shoot 70 every day means you have the kind of mind that has a chance. I live to work with people like you.”

I would not guarantee this fictitious duffer more than a chance. The next question would be whether he could keep that dream in front of him for eight or fifteen years. The right thinking can quickly and substantially lower the score of any golfer who has been thinking poorly. But there is no rapid, miraculous way to go from a 25 handicap to scratch, no matter how well a golfer starts to think. Improvement takes patience, persistence and practice.

If a golfer chooses to go after greatness, whether he defines greatness as winning the U.S. Open or winning the championship at his club, he must understand that he will encounter frustration and disappointment along the way. Tom Kite played in and lost more than a dozen U.S. Opens before he finally won one. Big improvements require working and chipping away for years. A golfer has to learn to enjoy the process of striving to improve.

That process, not the end result, enriches life. I want the people I work with to wake up every morning excited, because every day is another opportunity to chase their dreams. I want them to come to the end of their days with smiles on their faces, knowing that they did all they could with what they had.

That’s one reason golf is a great game. It gives people that opportunity.






    

2.

What Nick Price Learned from William James




SEVERAL YEARS AGO, Nick Price came to see me for the first time. I met him at the airport and we drove to my home.

Nick was then in his early thirties. He was a good professional, but not a great one. He had not won a tournament in six years and had never won a major.

He had dreams. He dreamed of winning all the major championships. And his talent was apparent in the very low numbers he sometimes posted—rounds in the mid-sixties and lower.

But he was capable of following a 64 with a 76 and shooting himself out of a tournament. Inconsistency plagued him.

As we talked, it became apparent that Nick had a problem shared by a lot of professionals. His thinking depended on how he played the first few holes. If they went well, he fell into a relaxed, confident and focused frame of mind. Not coincidentally, he shot an excellent round. But if the first few holes went poorly, his concentration was shattered. He might start trying to fix his swing in the middle of the round and become increasingly erratic.

The worst thing that could happen to him, he said, was to hit his approach shot close to the pin on the first hole. If he then missed the putt, he became discouraged and timid. He putted worse. This was the state of mind that accounted for the all-too-frequent 76.

Nick let events control the way he thought, rather than taking control of his thoughts and using them to influence events.

“If you’re going to be a victim of the first few holes,” I said, “you don’t have a prayer. You’re like a puppet. You let the first few holes jerk your strings and tell you how you’re going to feel and how you’re going to think.

“You’re going to have to learn to think consistently if you want to score consistently,” I went on. “You wouldn’t be foolish enough to try a different swing on every shot, would you?”

No, he said.

“It’s the same way with your mind,” I said. “You’re going to have to decide before the round starts how you’re going to think, and do it on every shot. You have to choose to think well.”

•  •  •

NOT MANY PEOPLE think that their state of mind is a matter of choice. But I believe it is.

Unfortunately, major branches of psychology and psychiatry during this century have helped promote the notion that we are all in some sense victims—victims of insensitive parents, victims of poverty, victims of abuse, victims of implacable genes. Our state of mind, therefore, is someone else’s responsibility. This kind of psychology is very appealing to many academics. It gives them endless opportunities to pretend they know what makes an individual miserable and unsuccessful. It appeals as well to a lot of unhappy people. It gives them an excuse for their misery. It permits them to evade the responsibility for their own lives.

But I didn’t get into psychology through the normal academic route. I got in via the back door, from the gym. I grew up in Rutland, Vermont, where my father owned a barber shop. As a boy, I wanted nothing more than to play. I played football, basketball and baseball at Mt. St. Joseph Academy in Rutland. I played basketball and lacrosse at Castleton State College, and did well enough that the school recently inducted me into its Hall of Fame.

Golf, then, was only a minor interest. In the summer I carried clubs at the Rutland Country Club, where a neighborhood friend of mine, Joe Gauthier, was caddy master. I played a few rounds a year, on Mondays, just because my friends were doing it.

By the time I became a teenager, coaching fascinated me. I liked to hang around coaches and listen to what they had to say. I was blessed by contact with some excellent mentors. My cousin, Sal Soma, was one of the greatest high-school football coaches in New York state history. He was a good friend of Vince Lombardi, and I hung on every word he said about training and motivating athletes. My next-door neighbor, Bob Gilliam, coached basketball at Kimball Union Academy in New Hampshire. He impressed me with how much fun he had developing a team and getting the players to believe in themselves. My elementary-school basketball coach, Joe Bizzarro, taught me that the team that wins is usually the one that believes in itself. My entire high school experience at Mt. St. Joseph was filled with invaluable lessons. Jim Browne, my high-school basketball coach, was an extremely talented player and coach from Ridge-field Park, New Jersey, who had survived the Korean War. He taught mental and physical toughness; one of his drills cost me a front tooth. But I remember not caring because I loved his approach to the game. Tony Zingali, an assistant football coach who was the backbone of a legendary high-school program, taught us that we had to be mentally disciplined every day in practice if we wanted to be disciplined on game days and that attitude would always win out over ability. My quarterback coach, Funzie Cioffi, who had played for Lombardi at Fordham, passed along the necessity of having and executing a game plan. Bill Merrill, the head baseball coach at Castleton State, lived in my dormitory. We talked for hours about coaching. He taught me that if an athlete or a team wanted to be successful, a way could be found. He proved it with his baseball team. Roy Hill, one of my basketball coaches at Castleton, taught me that an athlete had to stay focused at all times and that the size of your heart was far more important than the size of your body.

I started to coach informally when I was in college. At Christmas break one year, the basketball squad was told that every Friday afternoon it would be working with a busload of disabled children from a nearby institution called the Brandon Training School. I thought, at first, that the basketball team could hardly afford to waste the practice time. But after a while, I started to enjoy doing it. Those youngsters would happily try anything we wanted to teach them—dribbling, shooting, an obstacle course, or tumbling. They always had good attitudes. They were always in good moods.

The varsity athletes I played with had almost everything going right in their lives. They were good-looking, talented guys. But a lot of them focused on the little things that were wrong with their lives. They wanted to be taller, or they wished their families had more money.

        In contrast, the disabled kids we worked with focused on what was in their control—their chance to learn to play. And they learned, despite their limitations. It started to hit me that attitude, self-perception and motivation heavily influenced success in life. I realized that happiness had more to do with what you did with what you had than with what you had.

       After college, I continued coaching and Frank Bizzarro, the brother of my elementary-school basketball coach, gave me a job as an assistant coach at my old high school in Rutland. The more I coached, the more convinced I became that the Xs and Os that obsessed many coaches were rather less important than the attitudes and confidence they instilled in their players. Without confidence, concentration, and composure, teams lose. With confidence, almost any plays would work. So when the chance came to go to graduate school at the University of Connecticut, coach lacrosse at the university and basketball at the university high school, and pursue a degree in sports psychology, I took it. Eventually, I got my doctorate and became director of sports psychology at the University of Virginia. Since 1976, I’ve had the enormous pleasure of working with the University’s athletes in all sports.

As a psychology student, I soon found myself skeptical of a lot of the theories and theorists I read. For one thing, a lot of the theorists were themselves unhappy individuals. I was attracted, on the other hand, to the ideas of people who seemed to have a knack for happiness and success. In particular, I liked the ideas of William James, the most prominent American psychologist of the nineteenth century. Once, at a meeting of the American Psychological Association, James was asked to identify the most important finding of the first half-century of university research into the workings of the mind. His reply became part of my philosophy:

People by and large become what they think about themselves.

The idea is so simple that it is easy to dismiss. People become what they think about themselves. It’s almost all a person needs to know about how to be happy.

If someone came to me and asked me how to be happy, I would reply that it’s simple. Just wake up every morning thinking about the wonderful things you are going to do that day. Go to sleep every night thinking about the wonderful events of the past day and the wonderful things you will do tomorrow. Anyone who does that will be happy.

John Wooden, who won nine national basketball championships at UCLA, expressed the same idea; maybe he’d also read William James. Winners and losers, Wooden said, are self-determined. But only the winners are willing to admit it.

That strikes a lot of people as fatuous. But it’s quite realistic if you accept another old concept that has unfortunately gone out of style: free will.

I harp on free will with the players I work with. Free will means that a person can think any way he or she wants to think. He can choose to be a happy person or a miserable person. She can choose to think of herself as a great golfer or a born loser.

Free will is the greatest gift anyone could have given us. It means we can, in a real sense, control our own lives.

On the golf course, it means that a player can choose to think about his ball flying true to the pin, or veering into the woods. She can choose whether to think about making a putt or just getting it close.

Every now and then a player says to me something like, “Doc, I just involuntarily started thinking about hitting the ball into the water. I couldn’t do anything about it.”

My response is, “No. You can indeed do something about it. You can think about the ball going to the target.”

A golfer can and must decide how he will think.

•  •  •

IN NICK PRICE’S case, these ideas meant that Nick could choose to allow a few missed early putts to affect his thinking for an entire round. Or he could choose to think the way he did when those first few putts dropped and he was on his way to a 64. He could think only about what he wanted to achieve on the course, about the ball going to the targets he would select. He could think about scoring well insead of real or imagined flaws in his swing or his putting stroke.

After listening to this for a while, Nick said, “If I had known this is what you were going to talk about, I would have come to see you a long time ago.”

“Why didn’t you?” I asked.

“Well,” he replied, “I was afraid you’d be into something weird. I didn’t realize it would be this logical and sensible.”

I laughed. At that point, Nick and I were ready to go out to the practice tee and work on how he could control his thoughts and make his game more consistent.
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