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Foreword


by Jack Grout

Professional at La Gorce Country Club,
Miami Beach, Florida, and Jack Nicklaus’
one and only teacher

Strength, intelligence, an enormous capacity for hard work, and unswerving adherence to sound fundamentals are the factors behind Jack Nicklaus’ fantastic successes as a golfer.

Strength may not be essential to play fine golf, but it is a priceless asset. The strong man can with comparative ease secure the height that is essential to carry the golf ball a long distance, and he also has the muscular capability to power the ball. These are critical factors at the highest reaches of the game, as is the stamina to practice and play day after day after day. It has been my privilege to observe or be associated with every great golfer of the twentieth century with the exception of Harry Vardon. Almost all of them were strong men. During my time in golf there have been some wonderful performances by men not gifted with great physical strength, but in the long haul they have run second to the powerful players. I believe that few men in the history of the game have possessed greater strength or more natural athletic ability than Jack Nicklaus.

Intelligence is necessary to a tournament golfer because the game is so difficult and inconstant that it can destroy anyone who lacks the capacity to control his emotions and to reason logically. Intelligence is necessary, too, in the acquisition of a profound knowledge of technique—profound enough to allow the player to be his own swing mechanic. The golfer who must fall back on a teacher every time any little thing sours in his game cannot but have a limited future. Jack Nicklaus still likes to come to me every year for a checkup, but, beyond that, he has asked for my help only when he hasn’t been able to solve a problem after weeks or months of intense personal study and work. Such occasions have been rare.

Today Jack plays such sensational golf with such apparent ease that many people who watch him probably gain the impression that his skills are heaven-sent rather than self-developed. That isn’t true. No one ever worked harder at golf than Nicklaus during his teens and early twenties. At the age of ten, in his first year of golf, Jack must have averaged three hundred practice shots and at least eighteen holes of play daily. In later years, he would often hit double that number of practice shots and play thirty-six—even fifty-four—holes of golf a day during the summer. I have seen him practice for hours in rain, violent winds, snow, intense heat—nothing would keep him away from golf. Even a slight case of polio failed to prevent him from turning up at Scioto for a golf match. With this kind of dedication, and all his other assets, it would have been surprising if he had not become a great player.

However, I believe the most significant of all the factors that have contributed to Jack’s success has been his unswerving adherence to sound swing fundamentals. It was my good fortune to be the professional at the Scioto Country Club in Columbus, Ohio, when this young man first became really keen on golf in 1950, and I take modest pride in having introduced him to many of the fundamentals that I consider to be the key to consistent play. But the credit for mastering those fundamentals, and for sticking to them through thick and thin, must go entirely to Jack. It is true that I have never had another pupil with so much natural talent for golf, or one so determined to excel at it. More significantly, I have never had another pupil who, once he was convinced about a fundamental, would so resolutely stick to it. The proof of that iron-willed commitment is to be seen in the fact that his basic swing is exactly the same today as it was fifteen years ago, when he won his first U. S. Amateur Championship at age nineteen. The benefits of it are evident in the present repetitiveness of his swing, and in the immense confidence he has in his technique today.

During forty years of teaching golf I have had a lot of naturally talented people pass through my hands. I feel I was able to help most of them, but none of the others progressed even halfway to what Nicklaus has achieved. I believe I can pinpoint a number of specific reasons why not.

First and probably foremost, the golf swing is, in my view, the most unnatural action in sport. It is extremely hard to teach, and even more difficult to learn. Consequently, unless a person has unusual amounts of ambition and dedication, the sheer difficulty of golf generally causes him to give it up long before he has attained his full potential at it.

Another reason there aren’t too many budding Nicklauses to be found on the lesson tee is that most people take up golf too late in life. The ideal age for starting is in the early teens. And then, even when a really promising youngster comes along, you have to be realistic about the distractions he will face in relation to the amount of time and concentration golf demands. I have always insisted that youngsters should not take golf lessons until they are ready to concentrate—give the game their undivided attention and interest. I had no problem in this area with Jack. He was more single-minded about golf than any other youngster I’ve ever known has been about anything—even the opposite sex! For a very long period I don’t think the young Nicklaus ever really thought about anything other than golf, and the better he became at it, the more he thought about it and the harder he was inspired to work at it.

However, I think the best clue to why Jack went on from where others with comparable natural talent have stopped lies in a brief sentence from his book The Greatest Game of All:” I was fortunate to learn the fundamentals at an early age.” Jack and I both know countless promising golfers who have become hopelessly confused through failing to learn these fundamentals at the outset, usually with the result that they start confused and then compound the confusion by switching from method to method or from teacher to teacher, until eventually they end up trying to play a dozen different ways all at once. Jack never fell into that trap, and I believe that his evasion of it is one of the less-recognized factors behind his greatness.

It gives me much pleasure that Jack’s fundamentalist approach to golf comes across so loud and clear in these pages, because my teaching has always been based on what I believe to be the time-proved fundamentals of the golf swing, even when such an approach has been unfashionable—as has been the case many times in my career. So far as I’m concerned, you can toss all the “tips” into the garbage can. The only way to play consistently good golf is through the mastery of a set of basics that the great players of the past have proved to be integral to the swing.

What are these basics? I don’t want to steal the author’s thunder by getting deeply involved in technique here. The basic points we worked on for so many long hours during those happy and productive years at Scioto will all be spread before you in these pages by the best pupil I ever had.

But there is another, nontechnical phase of the game that bears mention here, because I believe it had probably as great an effect on Jack’s later career as did his efforts to develop sound technique.

Jack Nicklaus started to play competitive golf at a very early age, and it did wonders for him, as it has done for many other youngsters. Formal competition puts the game in clear perspective for a youngster, by giving meaning to what he is learning about technique. It causes him to become aware of the need for strategy, as well as fine shot-making; makes him realize that he will have to think well to win, not just swing well. It breeds maturity by thrusting him into pressurized situations and subjecting him to the emotions of success and failure. It builds self-confidence and self-reliance, and it helps a youngster to overcome nervousness. Most of all, in the majority of cases—certainly in Jack’s—competition fires and sustains a youngster’s enthusiasm for his sport, and breeds the development of goals and the dedication that leads to their attainment. I believe a lot of Jack’s adult successes both on and off the golf course can be traced to the maturity and clear-headedness that grew out of his early competitive golfing experiences.

Finally, as a player and teacher of golf for forty years, I’d like to say a word to any readers of this fine book who have youngsters they’d like to think might follow in Jack Nicklaus’ footsteps.

There have been thousands of boy and girl wonders in golf, but most of them have fallen apart before reaching adulthood. Why? I think the main reason is that they failed to learn sound basics during their early years, and thus held their games together to a certain point only through natural ability. As they grew older and the competition got tougher, this was not enough to carry them through.

I do not believe it is possible for any youngster, however naturally talented, to learn the fundamentals of golf in less than five years of dedicated effort, and even then I think that qualified personal guidance is essential if he is to reach his full potential. One of the great difficulties every golf professional encounters in teaching children to play the game is combating the misinformation given to them by their parents. By all means let a youngster read about golf, and encourage him especially to watch good players in the flesh and on television. But if you want him to play the game well, take him to a qualified teacher and resist the temptation to interfere with that teacher’s program.

Jack Nicklaus was given that opportunity, and there was no doubt from the moment we began to work together that he would make the most of it. He was totally attentive, he asked intelligent questions, he had an infinite capacity for hard work, and his desire knew no bounds. He was certain to be a star. Even so, he never ceases to amaze me. I find his achievements astounding. There is no doubt that he is one of the greatest golfers of all time—possibly the greatest. It has been my privilege and joy to know him.



Introduction


Golf My Way first appeared in 1974, and has remained in print ever since, in America and in most of the many other countries and eleven languages in which it was later published. People who track such things tell me that the book’s thirty-year lifespan, accompanied by ongoing strong sales, places it among the bestselling golf books of all time. That, of course, makes me extremely proud.

I had written about how to play golf before producing Golf My Way, and I’ve done so quite often since. One reason for this is my ongoing desire to give back to the game that has been so fulfilling and rewarding for me by helping others enjoy golf more by playing better. My other instructional offerings were mostly in the form of tips, or what might be called “do this” or “try that” advice.

Golf My Way takes a different approach. It’s a complete, in-depth, A-to-Z explanation of how I thought about and played the game for most of my career. The idea behind it was to enable readers to pick and choose from among my principles and techniques, maybe, if they wished, trying most or even all of them, but sticking only with those that improved their play.

Because there is no single way to play good golf, doing so always requires some degree of trial and error to find what works best and most consistently for each individual. Nonetheless, I decided to detail my views after people I respect convinced me that, in partial return for what the game has given me, I had an obligation to put my methods on the record for all time.

Accordingly, parts 1, 2, and 3 of this new edition—the guts of the book, covering my principles and techniques in my prime—are unchanged from the original version. Considering what they did do for me, I doubt anyone will find that surprising.

Part 4, entitled “Reflections and Recommendations,” is new to this volume. It discusses what, why, and how some things in my outlook and techniques changed over time. It also offers advice on the often-neglected elements of playing better that are not directly related to ball-striking or shot-making—factors I realize, in retrospect, were my greatest competitive strengths. Finally, I offer a few thoughts on the differences between tournament golf now and when I joined the tour that might be of interest to players considering such a career.

Once again, I thank writer Ken Bowden and artist Jim McQueen for their help with this new edition. Still a low-handicap amateur in his eighth decade, Ken co-authored the original Golf My Way, along with ten more books since then, including my autobiography. Recovered now from a debilitating stroke, Jim, a former golf professional, has captured my likeness as a player more frequently and skillfully than any other artist. Thank you, guys.



PART ONE
Beliefs and Attitudes



CHAPTER 1
On Methods:
Mine and Others

I am not a believer in “methods.” I’m a believer in fundamentals. Whatever any golfer does with a golf club should have only one purpose: to produce correct impact of club on ball. If he can achieve that consistently, the manner in which he does so doesn’t really matter at all.

The more one studies or watches the good players of one’s own day, the more apparent it becomes that the stars are basically alike in that their swings all possess certain fundamentals. For example, I cannot think of a great golfer who did not aim himself according to where he wanted the ball to go; or who did not turn his body on the backswing; or who did not swing, whether fast or slow, with a smooth tempo.

I know from my own experience how easy it is, in the search for self-improvement, to sacrifice fundamentals for gimmicks. When things are going badly at golf one suffers an almost irresistible urge to reach for a Band-Aid remedy. And, for a fellow who has limited time or opportunity to practice and play golf yet who is desperate for improvement, the promise offered by a “new” tip in a book or magazine, or the “new” method of a currently fashionable teaching pro, can be equally irresistible. I can understand that. Yet the hard facts are that any method, new or old, will fail if, first, it is not founded on sound fundamentals and, second, if the golfer trying to master it will not force or train or cajole himself into mastering those fundamentals before he attends to the frills.

I realize only too well how hard it is to resist gimmicks. Friends of mine who should know better will often remark to me at a tournament about the apparent variation in swing styles among tour players. Superficially it may seem to be the case. On the practice tee they’ll watch Lee Trevino on one side of me and Doug Sanders on the other, and later will invite my comment on our “different” methods. Frequently their eye will have caught individual mannerisms or quirks rather than basics, such as a player’s grip or setup to the ball.

Swing techniques of my fellow tour players really isn’t a subject that turns me on; when I get away from the course I like to forget golf. Thus I’ve developed an answer for my friends that usually allows us to change the subject fairly quickly. “We may all get to impact a little differently,” I’ll say, “but at impact we’re all the same—and impact is the bit that matters. If you’ll watch a little more closely, I think you’ll see this for yourself.”

This is not really a conversational copout on my part. It is actually the crunch factor in any debate about method—I just bring it in a little early so that the talk may move to more interesting topics. The heart of the matter is that whatever style or shape or method of swinging a fellow adopts, if he can play golf at all, during impact he’ll look pretty much like Lee Trevino, or Doug Sanders, or me, or any other good golfer you like to name. Whatever his legs, hips, hands, arms, shoulders, and head—and, above all, his club—may be doing at other points in the swing, they’ll be much the same as ours just before, at, and just after impact.

It is this controlled, specific impact position that any method worth adopting must be designed to achieve. Keep that in mind as you read this or any other golf book, or listen to anyone talking golf technique. Good methods are not designed to produce precise angles of the wrists, or photogenic top-of-the-backswing postures, or perfect follow-throughs. These and other like factors may be important, but only as a route to a broader goal. That goal is a particular relationship of the golfer to his club, and through that of his club to the ball, at impact.

My own means of achieving this goal are, of course, distinctive. I have a very personal method of swinging the club. For example, although my method is designed to achieve exactly the same objective as Arnold Palmer’s and Gary Player’s and Lee Trevino’s—to name three of my favorite adversaries—it is different from each of theirs both in over-all form and in particular components. It is very different, too, even from the methods of the two golfers who, as idols in different ways, most influenced my development as a player, Bob Jones and Ben Hogan.
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Always keep in mind that the ultimate objective of the golf swing is to produce square contact of club on ball. The overall swings of golfers like Ben Hogan, Bobby Jones and myself may appear different, but, because basically there is only one correct way to deliver the club to the ball, they look almost identical at impact.


How good is my method compared to theirs or to any other fine golfer’s? Inevitably that question is asked in golf today, as is the question: “Who was the best-ever golfer?”

In all modesty, my answer is that I would not exchange my method of playing golf for any other golfer’s, past or present, even if I could. I certainly don’t claim perfection—I’m too frequently reminded of my imperfections on the course. Nor am I saying that there aren’t facets of other players’ games I envy: Sometimes I’d pay a king’s ransom for Arnold’s putting touch of ten years ago, or Gary’s sand shots today, or that syrupy smooth Trevino body action through the ball when he’s hot. But, all in all, I’m happy to stick with what I’ve got. I don’t think I would have been a better player if I had learned to play another way. And I think I will be a better player yet if I can effect the improvements that I plan to make in my own method in the near future.

How does this preference for my own means of achieving the universal goal of correct impact relate to the average golfer? Am I inferring, by liking my own method best, that it would be best for him?

No, I am not. It would be presumptuous of me to suggest that my way is best for anyone else, for at least three reasons. First, Arnold, Gary, Lee, and a lot of other people frequently beat me. Second, there are some things about my game I wouldn’t let my worst enemy steal, let alone hand to a struggling handicap player. Third, a golf swing isn’t something that can be Xeroxed: Even if another golfer could pretty well reproduce my motions and tempo, it is far from certain he’d achieve the results I do.

What I will say, however, is this. There is a relatively easy and a relatively difficult way to achieve the common objective at golf—which, let me remind you yet again, is not a particular pattern of swing but proper impact of club on ball. I believe that my style is closer to the relatively easy way than it is to the relatively difficult way. I think that my style is easier to learn initially and to play with fruitfully as the years advance. In that sense I’d certainly be happy for my game to serve as a model—but only as a rough model, mind you, not as a working blueprint.

To me, the relatively easy way to play golf is with a swing in which the clubface starts square to the ball, gradually opens (turns clockwise) as it goes back, and gradually closes (turns counterclockwise) as it returns, until, at impact, it is again square to the ball. This opening and closing is neither excessive nor contrived, but simply the natural response to a one-piece takeaway, a generous turn of the body, a free swing of the arms and a reflexive hinging or cocking of the wrists on the backswing, and a reciprocal set of actions on the forward swing. It is my impression that the golfer who plays this way usually has a fairly upright plane, a wide arc, and a high backswing and follow-through. His tempo more often than not is smooth, and his actions seem to flow nicely into one graceful whole. If he is a good player, his swing is obviously finely controlled. Yet there is often about it an element of abandon, or freedom, in the way the club releases through the ball: almost as though it were whistling along of its own volition. Over-all, to me, this open-to-closed type of golfer makes the game look graceful, physically “easy”—sometimes, you might say, almost symphonic. There rarely appears to be much stress or strain about his manner of striking the ball.


[image: images]

The thin vertical lines in these drawings represent clubface alignment during the takeaway and the approach to impact. History would seem to favor the open-to-closed pattern of clubface movement (top illustration) over the closed-to-open pattern (lower illustration). Harry Vardon, Walter Hagen, Bobby Jones, Gene Sarazen, Sam Snead, and, at his peak, Ben Hogan were open-to-closed players. Arnold Palmer and Lee Trevino are the only two superstars who have played primarily with a closed-to-open action.


The relatively difficult way to play golf, as I see it, is with a swing in which the clubface habitually closes (turns counterclockwise) as it goes back and opens (turns clockwise) on its return to find squareness at the ball. Again, these movements may not be excessive, but to me the resulting complete swing often looks more contrived, forced, less natural. I associate this kind of swing with a flattish plane, a restricted arc and either a blocked or chopped-off finish. The tempo sometimes seems to be wooden, staccato. There is often an air of intense, even strained, physical control about the whole pattern of movement. I sense that the club is being maneuvered rather than flung or whipped or whistled through the ball; that the golfer is pulling back rather than releasing the clubhead. Over-all, the shut-to-open type of golfer makes the game, to me, look more difficult than it actually is. His swing seems to punish him physically more than necessary.

Great golf has been played with both of these methods, and will be in the future. But there can be no doubt as to which method history favors. Harry Vardon was an open-to-closed player. So were Walter Hagen and Bob Jones. So are Gene Sarazen and Sam Snead: the one, now in his seventies, playing three or four times a week and regularly shooting par at his home course; the other, in his sixties, finishing high in the money on tour just about every time he tees it up. Ben Hogan’s midcareer swing change made him a more open-to-closed golfer, and he won his greatest victories in his forties. Arnold Palmer was predominantly a shut-faced golfer in his early days, but as he’s aged and lost a little of his immense strength, Arnold has moved toward a more open-faced action and struck the ball, by his own admission, better for it.

Although I deliberately play some shots with a shut-faced swing, I am basically an open-to-square-to-closed golfer. The reason is that I believe this type of swing is the simplest in concept, is the easiest to control, is the most natural to perform anatomically, requires the least strength, needs the least practice, and will best stand the test of time.

(Why not, you may well ask, play with a square-faced action. Well, I haven’t read anything about the so-called “square methods”—I’ve never read a golf instruction book or article in my life. But as I interpret what I’ve heard about these theories, they mean that the clubface remains square to the target line and the ball throughout the swing. Maybe if someone could show me how it’s possible to do that in an action involving a large arc and a tilted plane, and still swing the clubhead through the ball at 120 mph, I’d try it. Until then, I simply don’t believe it’s possible.)

Of the outstanding golfers on tour today, Lee Trevino is the most pronouncedly shut-faced player. I have great admiration for his game, particularly his gracefulness through the ball. But it is my guess that in seven or eight years Lee will either have changed his style or won’t be winning like he is today. Trevino’s method demands great strength and bodily agility, not to mention very precise timing and superb coordination. All these attributes must decline a little with age. Lee, in fact, exemplifies the major difficulty of the shut-faced player when he admits, very freely, that he can play only when his legs are feeling good and working perfectly. The reason is technically very simple: The more closed the clubface coming into the ball, the more the legs must work to keep the body ahead of it, to prevent either a pull or pull-hook.

I believe that Trevino’s present method derives from his long battle with a bad hook (the main reason that he was so long getting out onto the tour). Lee simply had to discover a way to keep the clubface open at impact or give up golf. My guess is that eventually he found it easier to do this by working from a closed clubface coming from the top than by setting and holding a slightly open clubface position from the top, as I do when playing my bread-and-butter fade. But his type of action is rarely to be seen on tour, despite what the technical analysts among our writing friends sometimes believe they observe. I said in a newspaper column recently that 90 percent of the current tour golfers play open-to-closed to a greater or lesser degree, and I’ll stick to that assertion.

So much for comparison of methods. The basic point I want to make is that there are certain fundamentals common to all successful methods of swinging a golf club, and it is with these that the ambitious golfer should concern himself, not with the mannerisms of any one player no matter how successful that player may be. Even when you have more or less mastered these fundamentals, I can assure you that you’ll still have plenty on your hands keeping them in good working order without complicating the issue by copying other people’s idiosyncrasies.

If there is one thing I have learned during my years as a professional, it is that the only constant thing about golf is its inconstancy. As an amateur there were times when I believed that if only I didn’t have to clean up my room, or get an education, or earn a living, I would be able to hone my game to a point of absolute perfection and then hold it there permanently. I grew up in the era of Hogan. Everything I saw of him and read of him and heard of him indicated that he had achieved utter mechanical perfection in the striking of a golf ball. Perfect repetition. Flawless automation. This was my dream. All I needed to achieve it was sufficient time to work at my game.

I was kidding myself. When I turned professional, suddenly I had all the time and opportunity I needed. And I discovered, fast, that my dream was just that: a dream. No matter how much work I did, one week I would have it and the next I couldn’t hit my hat.

This is still true today. I am a far better golfer than when I started out on the tour twelve years ago, and I feel that I have improved to some degree each year. But that is more the result of maturity and competitive experience than of improvement in the mechanics of my game. All I can claim in terms of “perfecting” my method is that I now hit a higher percentage of shots the way I plan them than I did twelve years ago, or even two years ago. Yet I still rarely get through one tournament using the same swing thoughts, or “feels,” that got me through the last one. The basics of my swing don’t change, but the mental pictures I need to keep it oiled and running smoothly certainly do. For example, I played the 1972 U. S. and British Opens, three weeks apart, with totally different mental swing pictures, or “pegs.” Sometimes my key thoughts will change from round to round, or even in midround if something about my game dissatisfies me. And on the putting greens I can become a real chameleon, making small adjustments to some part of my set-up or stroke from hole to hole.

The point I want to make as emphatically as possible right at the start of this book is that you cannot automate the golf swing. No “method” of swinging the club has ever been invented that will enable a golfer to achieve machinelike shot-making perfection over an extended period, and in my opinion none ever will be—certainly not by Jack Nicklaus.

I believe the best a fellow can do to forge himself a good golf game is to select those fundamentals that have been common to the greatest number of good players down the years, then apply them as assiduously as his talent, opportunity, and desire allow. Of course, if he happened to end up swinging like Jack Nicklaus I’d be delighted.

Not very consoling words, I’ll agree. But honest ones. And if there’s one thing golf demands above all else, it’s honesty.


CHAPTER 2
It Helps to Know Where—and How—You Want to Go

You will very rarely see a professional hit a long shot straight—absolutely dead straight, I mean. The ball may seem to fly relatively straight a lot of times, but if you watch carefully, from behind the player, you’ll see that it generally turns either left or right toward the end of its flight. The bend may be fractional—often no more than a suggestion of draw or fade. But it’s there on 99 percent of even the best players’ longer shots.

Anytime any golfer hits a ball perfectly straight with a big club it is, in my view, a fluke, an accident. Maybe “miracle” would be a better word. How so? Well, let’s have a look at what actually happens at impact on those rare occasions when I hit a solid drive dead straight:

1. The clubhead is traveling at about 120 mph.

2. The clubhead is moving directly along my target line—and I mean exactly, not even a fraction of an inch across the line.

3. The clubface is perfectly square to the target—not turned even a shade left or right.

4. The ball is hit on the center of the clubface—not a hair toward the heel or toe.

Those are the mechanical requirements for an absolutely straight golf shot. And even if you meet them, you’ve generally still got a wind factor to beat. Makes golf sound impossible, doesn’t it!

I think golf would be impossible for me if I tried to achieve what I’ve just described on every full shot I play. The reason, obviously, is that I’d never know where the ball was going on the ninety-nine out of a hundred occasions when it didn’t fly dead straight. One time it would go to the right, the next to the left. And I could never be sure how much to the left or the right. I’d be playing a guessing game with myself on every hole. I’d be a straitjacket case in no time flat.

Good golf demands the ability to play percentage shots, by which I mean consistently bringing the ball to the target either from left to right or from right to left. To fly the ball thus one must know exactly what will make it curve as planned. This demands knowledge of spin. Attempting to build a golf game without a thorough understanding of spin is like trying to fly without having learned about the plane’s controls. Even if you get off the ground, you’re going to have a sticky ride and a bumpy landing.

I don’t suppose I have thought consciously about golf’s fundamental cause-and-effect factors—the spin factors—since I was a kid. In fact, I can’t remember ever learning them in a formal sort of way; they must have just seeped into my consciousness through experience during my early teens. They are certainly so obvious to me, and I apply them so automatically in my own game today, that I wasn’t even going to write about them in this book. Then, in thinking more deeply about the matter, it occurred to me how many mature golfers—mature in years, I mean—probably do not fully understand cause and effect. For instance, only a few weeks ago I got into a discussion with a pro-am partner about his slice, a really wicked monster that was obviously ruining his golfing life. He’d tried just about every method and gimmick ever invented. But what he’d obviously failed to comprehend were the simple, basic mechanics of impact—what causes a ball to fly a certain way. He was forever changing his swing without really considering what he wanted it to achieve for him at impact. Thus I now feel it’s worth taking a moment to look at the possibly elementary, but apparently often overlooked, spin factors in golf.

Assuming there is no wind, the superdrive I’ve just described will fly straight because the ball starts along the target line and carries only pure back-spin. To picture this type of spin, think of the ball as having a stripe around its equator, which is set vertical to the target line at address. As this ball spins in flight during the supershot, that stripe will remain absolutely vertical.

Should I apply sidespin (as well as backspin) to the ball, however, the stripe will deviate from the vertical and the flight path of the ball will curve. If I hit the ball so that the top of the stripe is inclined left of the target, the ball will curve left in the air. If I hit the ball so that the top of the stripe is inclined right of the target, the ball will curve right in the air. The more sidespin I apply—the more the stripe deviates from vertical—the more the ball will curve one way or the other during its flight. In all instances the curve will be most noticeable near the end of the ball’s flight, as the decrease in backspin allows the sidespin to take greater effect.

 




TOPSPIN PRODUCES GROUND BALL

A word here on backspin. It is essential to raise and hold the ball in the air. It’s a fallacy that a good golf shot is ever hit with topspin or overspin. A ball so hit always dives quickly to earth—if it ever gets off the ground in the first place.





 

What causes this sidespin? The simple answer is any kind of glancing or crosscutting blow. And what causes a glancing or crosscutting blow? No, it isn’t the fact that you didn’t turn enough going back or failed to start the downswing with your legs. What’s more, it isn’t necessarily what you’ve come to believe from reading other golf books: that an inside-out swing always causes a hook, or that an outside-in swing always produces a slice. At root, it’s the fact that, at impact, your clubface was not looking in the same direction as your clubhead was traveling.

To make this clearer yet, let’s specifically relate the interaction of clubface alignment and swing path to the curve balls and foul balls you actually hit on the course:

WHEN YOU SLICE. Your clubface is looking right of the direction in which your clubhead is moving. Thus you cut across the ball from out to in, imparting left-to-right sidespin to the ball.

WHEN YOU FADE. The same crosscutting action as above, only the angle between your clubface and swing path is smaller.

WHEN YOU HOOK. Your clubface is looking left of the direction in which your clubhead is moving. Thus you cut across the ball from in to out, imparting right-to-left sidespin to the ball.

WHEN YOU DRAW. Same crosscutting action as when you hook, only the angle between your clubface and swing path is smaller.

WHEN YOU PULL STRAIGHT LEFT. Your clubface is looking in the same direction as the clubhead is traveling. The trouble is that you’re swinging from out to in, across your target line. (Consequently, a golfer who hits straight left should not think of himself as a hooker, but recognize that he actually has a slicer’s fault—an out-to-in swing path.)

[image: images]

Failure to clearly comprehend the cause and effect of sidespin limits many a golfer’s progress. When at impact the club’s face looks in the same direction the head of the club is traveling, the ball spins on a vertical equator and thus flies straight (center illustration). When the club’s face looks to the right of the direction in which the head is traveling, the ball spins around an equator tilted from left to right and thus curves to the right during flight (left illustration). When the club’s face looks to the left of the direction in which the head is traveling, the ball spins around an equator tilted from right to left and thus curves to the left during flight (right illustration). Understanding how most foul balls result from a mismatching of clubface alignment and clubhead path at impact is basic to building a strong golf game.

WHEN YOU PUSH STRAIGHT RIGHT. Your clubface is looking in the same direction as the clubhead is traveling. The problem is that you are swinging from in to out across your target line. (Thus, although the ball ends up to the right, like a slicer’s, you are actually swinging on a hooker’s path.)

WHEN YOU PULL-HOOK (the ball starts left and curves more left). Your clubhead is traveling from out to in, across the target line, with the clubface looking left of the swing path.

WHEN YOU PUSH-SLICE (the ball starts right and curves more right). Your clubhead is traveling from in to out, across the target line, with the clubface looking right of the swing path.

Elementary? To a good player, probably. To a high handicapper, I’m not so sure. Either way, the basic point may be worth restating: It helps to know where—and how—you want to go before you start going there.


CHAPTER 3
Why I Always Played the Fade–and Now Sometimes Play the Draw

There is a tactical as well as a technical reason why the intelligent golfer rarely, if ever, tries to hit the ball dead straight. Suppose a pin were sitting in the center of a green, leaving you with 30 feet of putting surface on either side. If you tried to hit the ball straight to the pin but sliced it 20 feet off line, you’d leave yourself a 20-foot putt. But your tendency—or, in my case, usually my preference—is to fade the ball. Thus you aim 10 feet left of the hole. If you now hit the ball straight you will have a 10-foot putt. If you slice the ball 20 feet you’ll still only have a 10-foot putt.

This is percentage golf, a part of golf in which the mind must rule the muscles. The example I give applies on any golf shot you hit through the air, and it applies whether you choose, or are naturally inclined, to fade or draw the ball. It is as important a factor in compiling consistently good scores as any element of your equipment, your setup, or your swing.

As I said in the previous chapter, to play percentage golf you must be able to determine how you want to spin the ball, and to what degree, and then do what you’ve planned on a high proportion of shots. But that is stage 3 in effectively flighting the ball. Stage 1 is making a basic policy decision about which way you should, or can, basically play the game—your options, of course, are to play either from left to right or from right to left. Stage 2 is developing and habitualizing a pattern of swing based on that decision.

I have preferred to flight the ball left to right virtually since I started golf. Looking back, there are some good reasons for this. First, I think, was the influence of Ben Hogan on my golf thinking as a youngster. Bob Jones—predominantly a right-to-left player—was always the golfer whose record I most wanted to emulate, but as I grew up I wanted more and more to do it Hogan’s way. I grew up at a time when Ben preferred to fade the ball, and I was awed by the authority and consistency of his shot-making. In terms of technique, he stood high on a pinnacle in my adolescent mind. Another factor that shaped my game must have been the conditions under which I learned to play golf. We had little wind and a lot of well-watered turf at Scioto, two conditions encouraging those high-flying, quick-stopping shots that the left-to-right pattern produces. Yet another factor was that the considerable time I spent getting out of Scioto’s lush rough encouraged an upright, open-bladed attack on the ball. Then there was the fact that all the out-of-bounds areas at Scioto are on the left, making a fade a safer shot than a draw. Certainly Jack Grout’s insistence that I hit the ball high had a strong influence on my game. He believed that to win tournaments a golfer had to be able to consistently carry the ball high through the air even with the longer, less-lofted clubs. To him, a high-flying, soft-landing shot was also a yardstick of powerful and accurate striking. As a kid who loved to see a well-hit drive or long-iron hang in the air and then fall dead and stop smack on target, I readily agreed.

Yet another factor encouraging my making left-to-right shots was the type of trajectory I came to favor as my game developed. There are differences—in distance and stopping power—between a shot that starts out high and curves back to earth on much the same trajectory, and a shot hit hard enough to start low, then soar to a peak and drop back to earth almost vertically. As time went on I was able to hit the ball hard enough to achieve this soaring kind of trajectory with the longer clubs. It helped me to achieve distance; but most of all, I loved the way the ball fell “dead” to the ground, and the finer control over shot placement that this trajectory allowed.

I suppose my distance capability was the biggest single factor in shaping my left-to-right flight preference. Because from the outset I had little difficulty in achieving good distance, it rarely was necessary for me to hook the ball to reach the long par 4s or even the par 5s. This is not to say that I always reached them—I often missed by miles. But the capability was there, even when fading the ball.

The result of all these factors was that by the time I was age thirteen or fourteen, I hated to hook—or even draw—the ball. Increasingly I came to see it as the wilder way to play golf. I’d get so mad if I moved the ball 5 feet right to left in the air with a driver, I’d slam the club to the ground. After all, Hogan didn’t hit shots like that!

I think I can honestly say that I did not once depart from my basic policy of fading the ball in tournament play from the time I won my first away-from-home tournament at thirteen in 1953 (the Ohio State Junior, thirteen-to-fifteen-year-old division, with 161 for 36 holes), until I shot 79-73 in the opening rounds of the Lucky International in San Francisco early in 1963, missing the cut and the prize money for the first time in my professional career. Through that ten-year period, while playing predominantly left to right, I had won two U. S. Amateur Championships (1959 and 1961), the U. S. Open (1962), and had finished third in the money list in my first year on tour (1962) with over $60,000. There had been little reason to change the pattern.
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Good golfers rarely try to hit the ball dead straight, and this drawing shows why. Golfer A (the bold lines represent his strategy) prefers to fade the ball. Here he aims 10 feet left of the pin. If he executes perfectly the fade he has planned (and his distance is spot on), the ball will finish in the hole. If he hits the ball dead straight, he has a 10-foot putt. If he inadvertently doubles the amount of fade he has planned, he still has only a 10-foot putt. On the other hand, Golfer B (lines not shown) attempts to hit the ball dead straight on all his shots. Here he goes for the pin. If he succeeds, well and good. But if he slices the ball that same double degree as Golfer A, he faces a 20-foot putt. Thus, assuming equal imperfection in stroke execution through eighteen holes, Golfer B will be putting from twice Golfer A’s distance on every green.


However, on the eve of the Lucky International I got an attack of bursitis in my left hip. We can pass over the details of the ailment and its eventual relief, except to say that it forced me to change my game. Simply to prevent hurting myself too badly, I had to slow down my hip action through the ball. Any time you do that your hands and arms are going to close the clubface sooner, making it very difficult to fade the ball. I absolutely couldn’t—at least not consistently. For the first time in my life I was obliged to play with a right-to-left draw.

As the Masters drew near that year, I was able to convince myself that this was not all bad. I had by then won the Desert Classic in Palm Springs basically hitting my shots right to left, and I had often thought that of all the major championship courses we play in America, Augusta National most favored a right-to-left game. Now was the time to find out if I was right. And apparently I was, because, despite some pain from the hip, I won the Masters that year—its youngest winner ever—with a score of 286, beating Tony Lema by one shot.

The hip problem—which hasn’t recurred, thank goodness—lasted about three months, and, combined with the Masters win, it gave me a new dimension on myself. I learned that I could do something that I had never tried to do before: play successful golf from right to left.

Looking back now, I’m almost grateful for that bursitis flare-up. If it had never happened I doubt that I would ever have changed my method. And if I hadn’t I wouldn’t be as good a player as I am today.

What the experience gave me was enough confidence to try to adapt my basic shot-making pattern to each particular course or set of conditions. At first this required fairly extensive periods of turn-around work on my game each time I changed “shapes.” I would, for example, have to spend two or three weeks before each Masters working on the setup and swing changes required to switch from a fade to draw. It was also necessary to go through a “debriefing” phase after such a change to retrieve my left-to-right pattern. And it didn’t always work, as my Masters record and other periods of my career prove. Sometimes I’d think I had the new shape down pat, only to find in the tournament that it needed more work. I’d then find myself in an irritatingly indecisive frame of mind, which would usually force me to play defensively and thus poorly.

There was another period, 1968-70, when, through a combination setup and takeaway fault, I was again in a position where to hit the ball halfway decently I virtually had to draw it. I did win the U. S. Open at Baltusrol in 1967 (after failing to make the cut in my defense of the Masters title), but I was an inconsistent golfer if you look at my record for the next three years. I didn’t win another “major” until the 1970 British Open. In fact, the “forced draw” problem continued on and off right through until late in 1970, when I finally diagnosed—and hopefully permanently cured—the technical faults that were causing it.

 




KNOW HOW FAR YOU HIT EACH CLUB

Throughout this chapter I have basically been discussing trajectory in a lateral sense. Equally important in tournament golf is control of trajectory longitudinally—distance and height. I am probably laboring a point if I say that you will never even begin to score consistently well until you know exactly how far you can hit the ball with each club under varying conditions, but it is surprising how many golfers don’t. Even if you already strike the ball reasonably well, just a little more care in this area might further improve your scores.

Here, for example, are my distances with each club under normal conditions:

 





	Driver:

	250 yards and up




	3-wood:

	235 yards and up
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