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To JIM McQUEEN


Good friend, excellent golfer, and outstanding artist, who has captured my likeness better than anyone.








The Best of My Own Best Lessons



MOST GOLF INSTRUCTION BOOKS attempt to be what might be called “A to Z,” taking students through every facet of playing the game in, hopefully, a logically sequential order. They are, of course, ideal for beginners and relatively inexperienced players.


This is not that kind of book.


This is a book for refining the game you already have; for solving your problems, major or minor; for strengthening your weaknesses and clearing up your confusions. Most of all, its goal is to help you become more expert and adept in how you swing your clubs and think about and play a great many of your shots.


It developed into that kind of book because of the way it was created.


From the spring of 1988 through early 2001, I contributed a “how-to” tip a month initially to Golf Digest and then to Golf Magazine.


My objective was the same throughout both series.


It was to pass on to improvement-conscious golfers those elements of physical technique and mental approach that I believe helped me the most during my competitive career, all the way from my amateur days to those of professional senior golf.


In other words, what I attempted to recall and put on paper was the best of my own best “lessons”—the cream of the crop from a lifetime of studying, learning, and endlessly trying to improve at golf.


Each tip in the series was self-contained, dealing with a single and often a finer point of the game. In working with Ken Bowden on the words, I also did my best to stick to the point—that is, to deliver my advice as clearly and concisely as possible, subject only to making it easily understood by all levels of players.


Accordingly, you will find the texts herein in many instances relatively short—leaving plenty of space for the many wonderful illustrations of “key” actions by the renowned artist Jim McQueen. Once a golf professional himself, Jim, like Ken, has worked with me on many publishing projects in the past.


The subjects of the lessons as we proceeded remained random—pretty much, whatever came to mind at any given time. For ease of reference in book form, however, we have ordered the articles more or less thematically, beginning with those all-important pre-swing fundamentals, concluding the one-pagers with getting the ball in the hole, and finally, offering some guidance for better players.


In putting these materials together, we discovered that, haphazardly as we selected subjects for the magazine series’, when we completed assembling this book we had covered just about every element of the game necessary to becoming a better player.


My thanks to Golf Digest and Golf Magazine for their cooperation in this project, and to my lifelong publisher, Simon & Schuster, for again excelling at what they have done so well for so long.
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LITTLE CAN REPLACE sound instruction and advice from a qualified teaching professional, but you can defeat your goal of improving your golf game if playing the wrong equipment. And, the better player you become, the more important it becomes to ensure that your equipment is a perfect fit.


Experience is a big factor in choosing the right equipment, as can be advice from a golf professional who knows your physical make-up, your playing tendencies, your strengths and weaknesses, and your ultimate goals in the game.


In the end, though, and because of the numerous options available to players these days, finding the right clubs and your ideal ball becomes largely a matter of trial and error. Few people buy a car without first test-driving it, and the same could be said for golf equipment. If you are fortunate enough to be a member of a club, take full advantage of the opportunities to try your golf shop’s demo clubs, be it a driver, a wedge or a putter. If you are out playing a weekend round with friends, take your buddy up on that offer to try his or her new driver or that latest putter. You might find something to your liking, and something that will ultimately improve your game.


When it comes to balls, the choices are now so numerous that they have become almost confusing. Because of stringent guidelines and quality control, the reality is there’s hardly a bad ball out there these days. So, over time, be sure to try as many types and brands as possible, until you find a ball with which you are most comfortable. Certainly, you can try to marry ball compression to your swing speed, but, in the end, if you like the distance you are getting from the ball, the playability, and the “feel” at impact, you have probably found the right ball for you.





1
Play the Ideal Ball for You



WITH TODAY’S HUGE VARIETY of interior structures, cover materials, dimple patterns, and distance/durability claims, I’m sure many golfers find it hard to decide which golf ball to play. However, one part of the puzzle remains easy to solve: compression.


I’m told that scientists have proven that, under optimum conditions, the highest compression balls always go the farthest. Even if that’s true—and I find it hard to believe—there’s much more to playing good golf than raw distance.


To a slow or easy-swinging golfer, or one achieving only a modest percentage of center hits, the highest (100) compression ball will feel like a rock. To a very hard-hitting player who flushes most shots, a softer ball (90 or lower) will feel mushy and unresponsive. Because feel is such an important factor in golf, the psychological impact of both mismatches is likely to be negative.


If your pro knows your game, he’ll know the right compression ball for you—although you may have to get your ego out of the way to accept his advice. To help you, consider that although most Tour players use 100 compression balls, quite a few go with 90, or even lower nowadays as compressions have diminished.


As you make feel the decisive factor in compression choice, apply it also to ball composition. There’s no question that the greater impact feel and feedback of the softer balls make them easier to play around the greens. Overall, though, the more comfortable you feel about what you’re hitting—be it balata, a hard-covered wound ball, a soft-covered two-piece ball, or those ultra-durable supposed “rockets”—the better you’ll hit it.
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2
Fit Your Grips to Your Shot Pattern
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NO AMOUNT OF MONEY can buy you a first-class golf game, but spending a few dollars to experiment with grip size could improve the one you’ve got—possibly quite a lot.


If your natural or desired flight pattern is right-to-left, grips on the thin side will make it easier for you to use the clubhead more aggressively through brisker wrist action. Conversely, if your tendency or taste is to move the ball primarily left-to-right, fattening your grips will help you to restrain the clubhead through reduced wrist action.


As a fader of the ball during most of my peak years, I favored slightly oversized grips even though I have small hands. As I’ve gotten older and faced the challenge of keeping up my clubhead speed and needing to draw more shots for distance, I’ve gradually reduced my grip thickness.


Any golf professional can give you a different size grip in a matter of minutes. Experiment at first with just one or two favorite clubs, then match the rest of your set to the size that works best.





3
Find the Right Driver
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FINDING THE DRIVER that best suits your physique and swing pattern will help you hit more fairways and shorten your approach shots. With all the technological options available today, just about everyone’s ideal club is out there somewhere. Working with a knowledgeable golf professional will shorten the search, especially if he or she has trial clubs on hand. Here are a few guidelines to get you started.
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