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  THIS SHORT, SMART, and easy-to-follow book by my good friend Dr. Phil Maffetone is designed to help golfers of all ages and abilities improve their game.

  The best tips in golf are usually the simplest ones and The Healthy Golfer is packed with them. You will learn how a healthy, athletic body—something that’s easily attainable by anyone who practices good nutrition and fitness—helps lower your score. Moreover, a healthy, athletic body also keeps your energy up, your weight down, improves flexibility and muscle control, and enables you to play injury-free for years to come.

  I first heard about Phil in 2002 from a teaching instructor at my Academy in Orlando, Florida. Sean Hogan is also a triathlete and had read Phil’s earlier books, which were full of practical information intended to help improve the performance of all athletes. I learned that in addition to being a coach to some of the world’s top endurance athletes, Phil also had a private practice in which he saw many golfers with aching bodies that needed fixing.

  Phil never dispensed or recommended “typical cures” like pain medication, which only mask the symptoms but never actually fix problems. Instead, his therapeutic approach was big-picture, lifestyle, and listen-to-your-body holistic. He helped his patients learn how to best balance health, fitness, everyday stress, and diet. In other words, that lingering knee pain might be the direct result of poor eating choices, too much stress, or ill-fitting golf shoes.

  Phil and I soon spoke on the phone and discovered we had much in common. We shared many of the same philosophies and notions about human performance, treating each person as an individual with his or her own unique needs.

  I invited Phil to join me for the taping of a Golf Channel show, to which he agreed. During the show we discussed many topics, ranging from wearing the right kind of golf shoes, to eating healthy before, during, and after play.

  We were both alarmed by how lousy most golfers’ diets tend to be. Phil emphasized that eating poorly is a recipe for disaster on the course. He noted that when we wake up in the morning, our body’s energy level is low because the body used up a lot of blood sugar during the night to keep all systems working. So when we wake up, we are out of fuel. The most important meal of the day is a healthy breakfast. We agreed that by changing diet, one could play better.

  The reason most golfers don’t eat well is because they don’t realize how food affects their game. That quick snack of a hot dog, chips, and soda before playing the back nine might give a player an initial boost of energy, but only for a few holes. After comes the dreaded golfer’s bonk, one usually marked by fatigue or lack of mental focus. Phil will explain all this and more in the pages to follow.

  The feet and how they affect the rest of the body are other important subjects that Phil thoroughly discusses in this book. As your body’s physical foundation, the feet can significantly help promote free movement in your swing and encourage natural ability. In golf, as in all other physical movements, balance is of the utmost importance. And understanding your feet and how they interact with the ground are main ingredients in balance.

  I often ask my students to remove their shoes so they feel the unencumbered freedom with the grass that can help deliver a more efficient swing. There’s nothing gimmicky, overly technical, or exotic about hitting a ball in this manner. Golf is a game of feelings and sensations, and creating a free-flowing motion with your body involves balanced feet, a healthy brain, and everything in between—areas Phil explains how to enhance easily.

  With these newfound benefits, you’ll experience improved performance on the course. The valuable information he teaches can help lower anyone’s score, without restriction of age, handicap, or anything other than the desire to thoroughly enjoy the great game of golf.

  This book is a simple, feet-first approach that all golfers can immediately grasp—nothing fancy to learn or a complex stroke technique to master. But don’t throw away your shoes: in the right shoes, your feet will fit, feel, and function better.

  As Phil explains, what you do off the course regarding lifestyle can dramatically impact your performance on the links. This includes what and when you eat and drink, and how you take care of the rest of your physical body.

  To a large degree, Dr. Phil Maffetone and I have had success in our respective careers because of our non-conventional, holistic approach to helping people succeed. In all matters of performance—diet, health, fitness, posture, and balance—this book will take you and your game to a new level.


  Preface
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  GOLF OFFERS A complete experience to anyone who plays this wonderful game. It engages your body, mind, and all of the senses. Whether you are a beginner, low-scoring amateur, or professional, there is much to learn about your body and mind in relation to the sport that is rarely discussed in books.

  The goal of The Healthy Golfer is to provide you with information that will help engage all of your senses on the course so you can enjoy the game as much as possible throughout your entire life. In fact, this book is intended to complement swing-based golf instruction as it provides a platform on which to build a solid golf game from the ground up, starting with your feet and concluding with a discussion of brain function.

  It will be impossible for you to reach your full potential on the course if you are not healthy in body and mind. I should emphasize that health is defined as a state where all the systems of the body are working in harmony—the muscles and bones, digestive and immune systems, brain, hormones, and the rest of the body. Fitness is the ability to effectively use your body to perform athletically, which will certainly result in better golf.

  The Healthy Golfer, as you will see, is not the kind of golf instruction book that you have seen in the past, because my expertise has not been in golf instruction but in helping the human body achieve maximum performance. Over the course of the past thirty-five years, I have worked with Olympic athletes, Ironman champions, elite cyclists, pro athletes in various sports, and quite a few golfers. I have written The Big Book of Endurance Training and Racing, The Big Book of Health and Fitness, and Fix Your Feet, which all focus on taking care of your body and mind to optimize performance in sport and life.

  I decided to write The Healthy Golfer because I noticed a void in golf literature when it came to discussing how the body and mind impact one’s ability to enjoy time on the course while playing to one’s maximum potential. You will not find illustrations, photos, and diagrams showing you where to place your hands or feet, where to set the club on the backswing, or the ideal swing plane. Instead, this book takes a whole new look at the sport by focusing on critical aspects of human performance, such as diet, stress, muscle imbalance, and injury. These are neglected areas of concern for almost all golfers, regardless of age or handicap.

  Five key points addressed in this book will help you enjoy the game:

  1.   Why your feet, and footwear choices, are so important.

  Your feet are the foundation for all of your body movements and, obviously, provide the only connection between you and the ground when you are golfing. Practicing barefoot, and wearing minimalist golf footwear, allows your body to function naturally, while improving tempo, and providing amazing benefits of balance and awareness.

  2.   Developing endurance.

  This is an essential foundation of fitness and a requirement for better golf. It means building the physical and metabolic body to help accomplish several important tasks: it prevents injury and maintains a balanced mechanical body; it increases fat burning for improved stamina, weight loss, and sustained energy; and it promotes virtually all other aspects of health and fitness.

  3.   Eat well and hydrate properly.

  Specific foods are discussed in this book that can influence your game and energy more than you can imagine. Foods can immediately affect your score, especially those consumed before and during the round. Proper hydration, neither too little nor too much, is also important. In addition, foods play a key role in controlling the body’s inflammatory hormones—important to prevent many injuries or chronic diseases, and to help you recover from a round or a weekend of golf.

  4.   Manage physical, chemical, and mental stress hormones.

  Imbalance of these hormones can arise from the accumulation of everyday tensions. Stress adversely affects performance, contributes to illness or injuries, and affects your biomechanics. You can control stress more than you think.

  5.   Improving brain function.

  The brain is the most neglected and important part of playing better golf. It controls your entire physical and mental game, and a healthier brain produces lower scores. A better brain is the result of eating well, managing stress hormones, proper sleep, and adequate stimulation.

  All golfers want to improve their swing and, as a result, lower their score. But often, despite numerous golf instruction videos, lessons with pros, and time at the range, they are still far away from reaching their goals. Maybe that is because golfers are thinking about the process of improvement incorrectly? Maybe achieving a repeatable swing and staying calm under pressure is not all about time on the range or on the course. Maybe it’s all about the manner in which you care for your body and mind because that is the foundation of a great golf game.

  It is my hope that readers will come away from this book with an understanding of the following:

  •   The need for relatively slow and easy exercise, such as walking, to enable your aerobic system to improve endurance for better golf.

  •   The benefits of flat and unstructured footwear on and off the course, and the reasons to avoid expensive and over-designed shoes that put your body in a position to fail or get injured.

  •   The importance of focusing on burning body fat for unlimited physical and mental energy, rather than relying on carbohydrates, which come with severe and erratic limitations in energy production.

  •   Reasons to stay away from refined carbohydrates that can reduce endurance energy, affect blood-sugar levels, and disrupt important hormone balance, including those that create stress.

  •   Why stretching before play is not recommended because significant flexibility can be obtained with an active warm-up through walking, and without the risk of injury that can accompany stretching.

  •   How to balance your dietary fats to reduce inflammation and improve brain function.

  •   Why spending adequate time in the sun allows your body to obtain more vitamin D that will improve athletic performance, and how to protect yourself from getting sunburned.

  •   How to ensure that age will not become a barrier to your enjoyment of the game and why you can play into your 80s, 90s, and beyond—yes, without fatigue or injury.

  This book would never have come to fruition had I not been bitten by the golf bug. One of my earliest childhood memories happens to be golf-related. I remember looking at my grandfather’s golf clubs for the first time. I must have been four years old. While I was too young to relate to the sport, or have knowledge of him as an excellent left-handed golfer, the initial sense I got from looking at his sleek, wooden clubs—all real pieces of art—was that golf was a wonderful yet mysterious game.

  I don’t know what happened to his elegant sticks, but what did pass down to me from my grandfather’s life were several precious items that included a one-hundred-year-old mandolin and a yellowed clipping of a 1921 New York Times column that lists his name, Harold Jung, next to a sixth-place finish in an amateur golf tournament that was held just north of New York City at the Sleepy Hollow Country Club. He shot a 76 that day.

  My grandfather developed his skills as a golfer and baseball player at Princeton. Although I ran track in high school and college, golf eluded me for many years until I was in private practice as a complementary sports medicine specialist in New York State, not too far from Sleepy Hollow. I had a nontraditional practice that used various holistic techniques—biofeedback, nutrition, acupuncture, and manual therapy. Some of my patients were runners, triathletes, and active athletes who also liked playing golf. Others lived for the game and had no time for anything else. These golfers ranged in age and ability, and even included several PGA players. One thing they did have in common: they all sought my consultation and treatment for a variety of health-and-fitness concerns—chronic injuries, inflammation, weight gain, fatigue, and low energy.

  Having spent a lot of time watching patients on courses and driving ranges, I was determined to play and have fun—and not be frustrated or stressed-out by the game. One of my golf-loving patients, who often bought new clubs, graciously gave me a full set of his old sticks. I tried on various golf shoes but none felt right, so I played in my flat-soled running shoes.

  I occasionally broke 100, though I preferred not to keep score, since the walking and camaraderie were sufficient; and competing with others or myself felt unnecessary. Yet the more I played, the better I was able to use my experiences to help my patients improve their own golfing skills simply by focusing on how to correct their muscle imbalance, posture, and offer advice on proper nutrition and stress management. I have never played consistently enough to become a good golfer, but I really enjoy my time on the course.

  I began to coach soon-to-be-six-time Hawaii Ironman triathlon winner Mark Allen and World Champion silver medalist marathoner Marianne Dickerson. I learned a great deal about the body’s various systems and human performance by working with these elite athletes who were pushing their bodies to the limits regularly in training and racing. My experience with them provided some obvious and logical connections that relate to remaining healthy and fit in life, while providing a foundation to excel on the golf course.

  Interestingly, many of my endurance athlete patients were enthusiastic golfers. Sean Hogan, a triathlete, learned about me through my books and articles. He was an instructor at the Leadbetter Academy in Orlando, Florida. Sean eventually told David Leadbetter about my ideas of health and fitness, diet, and the importance of barefoot therapy for better muscle function and posture.

  I later spent an entire day at David’s Academy, where I was impressed by how his instructors worked with their students. The instructor would spend considerable time assessing a player’s natural movement, stance, and swing—with and without shoes. As for the golfers who attended the Academy, they were all treated as individuals with unique biomechanical needs rather than being asked to follow a predetermined set of lessons and set-in-stone recommendations. This type of approach mirrored my own personal philosophy and private practice.

  After reading The Healthy Golfer, I hope you gain knowledge about how lifestyle, and a better understanding of your mind and body, can help you improve your game—through lower scores, reduced stress, weight loss, and fitness to allow you to play injury-free, without restriction of age or ability. It is also my intention that this book inspires you to make any necessary changes in your lifestyle, so you can feel energized on the course while creating special memories, whether that means walking nine as the sun begins to set behind distant hills, playing 36 with your buddies on a great links course, or introducing the game to your grandchildren.


  Introduction
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  MILLIONS OF GOLFERS regularly watch a handful of great players expend relatively small amounts of energy to coordinate legs, hips, shoulders, and arms to drive a ball just where they want it in most cases. But when we go out to try the same thing, the outcome is usually not the same. That’s because for most of us, our bodies are less efficient, or economical, than those of the pros. We expend more energy making the same swing, even if just as hard, but get less in return in both distance and accuracy. The reason for this is well understood—certain physical, chemical, or mental factors can interfere with the brain’s ability to move the body with the same economy as a great golfer.

  What distinguishes the best golfers from all others is body economy. It is not a theory, nor psychology, but our natural physiology. It is not genetic, luck, or some special skill gifted at birth. We all have the ability to move with higher levels of efficiency, giving us more grace, power, and accuracy.

  Golfers can take advantage of body economy—abbreviated to BE—to lower their scores, eliminate pain, and prevent injuries. But it can go beyond a better game, with far reaching benefits. As a bonus, BE can also help make the brain and body healthier—burning off excess body fat and weight, improving memory, allowing us to sleep better, and many other features, all of which can further lower your golf scores. Body economy is the hidden secret within all of us, and it is detailed in this new second edition of The Healthy Golfer.

  Improving BE is the single most important factor that can dramatically improve your game. But BE is not a single act such as a great grip, or an emotional mantra that might help us focus before teeing off. Instead, it is a combination of all our physical, chemical, and mental factors that funnel through the brain and into the body, allowing effective and highly efficient movements. Equipped with these benefits, BE also helps us be in the moment.

  To be in the moment helps unlock the natural power of the body’s abilities. All golfers know what this means: You’re standing on a par 3 with the hole in sight. Time is still. You are in the zone, allowing the brain and body to flow on autopilot. It’s why you play the game.

  While in this zone, we don’t function as we do when we’re having a lesson, focusing on the feet, or the grip with great intensity. Instead, we focus on nothing, allowing the brain to do what it does best: organize the body to make the most efficient golf swing, knowing just where the ball should land to get in the hole.

  The potential for great BE is what we all have in common with the greatest golfers ever to play the game. While most of us may never get to that level, each step we take toward it means a better game.

  To improve BE we have to remove the roadblocks that prevent our brains from making the body do what it already knows how to do. First, we must recognize these barriers, then reduce their negative impact on the body, or eliminate them altogether. That is what this book is about. The result of improving BE is lower scores and playing pain free with increased energy for more years.

  There are many specific ways to improve BE. They include making the muscles more efficient, and to do that the brain must work well too, since it controls all movement. The feet must function optimally since they are the foundation of all body actions. Energy in the form of fat and sugar must be generated and properly balanced so we can endure eighteen or more holes in one day—or on consecutive days—without becoming fatigued, a common problem that can ruin BE. Even the shoes we wear, the foods we eat, and how we breathe are important—not to mention circulation, hormones, and your mental state.

  Imagine the brain as a big funnel, and through it goes all the various physical, chemical, and mental activities that influence your swing—from foot plant, power, concentration, and all other features necessary for a great game. When these factors are working well and funneled through the brain into the body, improved economy results, along with lower scores.

  But if we funnel imbalances through our brain, the body won’t work nearly as well. The barriers to improved BE are many. They include: muscle imbalances; reduced foot function; poor fat burning causing low energy; a less-than-optimal heart, lungs, and circulatory system; and other physical, chemical, and mental factors that can significantly improve BE and make your game what it should be.
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  For millions of years, the human body evolved in a highly effective manner into a great movement machine. The result is simple: we all have the ability to be the most efficient golfers possible, from beginners and occasional recreational players, to regular-round amateurs, to the best professionals.

  Body economy is a priority for the brain, which naturally wants the body to be both highly efficient and effective in all movements. This is not limited to golf, but also daily chores, exercise, and even rolling over in bed. We all possess the ability to move well, with accuracy and without wasted energy. We just have to remove the roadblocks that prevent a high level of BE.

  Often without realizing it, all golfers actually try to improve BE in at least one of three ways: through practice, with the help of instruction, and by playing. But despite the focus on some of the activities that can help lower scores, often with great intensity, BE often eludes them, as it should. This is because improving only some factors that can help BE without enough of the others won’t get the body beyond a certain threshold of improvements—the reason many golfers get better only up to a point, and then plateau. As important as having the right grip, foot plant, and shoulder motion may be, if muscle balance is not adequate or energy is waning (to note only two such examples), BE will only progress so far but still be less than optimal.

  The Healthy Golfer is the ideal complement to the threesome of practice, instruction, and play.

  Body economy is expressed best in a balanced body and brain. No matter how hard or detailed you try to swing properly, movement won’t be optimal unless there is good balance in an adequate number of key body parts. These include muscles, bones, hormones, and nerves, to name a few. The bottom line: you decide how much you want to lower your score by choosing how many roadblocks to remove so BE improves past a certain threshold—one where you’re suddenly playing your best golf at any age.

  An individual’s BE is not static. It can change from the front to the back nine, or over the course of the year or a lifetime. All along the way it will parallel an individual’s score. That’s because the brain is always changing—working better on certain days compared to others. This is another important feature of great BE—consistency. Having a relatively high level of economy more frequently separates the better golfers from the rest.


  Chapter 1: Feet First
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  OF ALL THE body parts necessary for great golf, nothing is more important than the feet. Although the brain controls all foot function, sensations from the skin and inner components of the feet feed important information to the brain and allow it to better move the body.

  Second only to the brain, the feet are the next most important influence on body economy.
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