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INTRODUCTION



The reason you bought this book—or are even looking at it—is that you’re a golfer, or you want to become a golfer, and you want to get better at playing the game.

Golf is an infinitely complex game, full of pleasures and rich rewards at every level but difficult, if not impossible, to learn without expert help. In a perfect world, each of us would have a skilled personal instructor who would help us develop a concept of swinging and playing and who would regularly coach us through the physical and mental drills, both off course and on, that would help us learn and improve. The tour professionals, the best players in the world, now all have coaches with whom they work on a regular basis. Unfortunately, that kind of help is not available to most amateur players, usually because they do not have the time, the money, or the access to quality instructors.

Given that, the next-best approach would be to attend a Jim McLean Golf School. There a student receives personal and personalized instruction in all aspects of the game from a cadre of Master Instructors who are the best in their field. They take each student through a comprehensive curriculum that covers exercises that will help him or her play better, swing mechanics, instruction on playing different shots, the correct mental approach, and oncourse strategy and game management. The schools last from one to six days and offer a variety of specialized subjects, ranging from schools that cover the game in general to those that concentrate on areas like power, the short game, scoring, and playing. At any of these schools, students are given an evaluation of their current skills and then provided the tools to improve them.

With a very low student–teacher ratio and the use of video and the latest in computer technology, the golf schools offer an ideal learning situation. Students leave the school sometimes without their problems solved but always with their problems identified and the means to cure them. The rest, as in any endeavor, is up to the individuals and their willingness to put in the time and effort to develop their game to its highest potential.

The problem is that all top golf schools, quite frankly, are expensive, especially when you factor in travel, lodging, and meal costs. They also require students to carve out a specified period of time.

Fear not. If any of this is a problem for you, this book is the answer. Between these two covers you will be given all the instruction you would receive in all of McLean’s schools. And it costs you only the price of the book. You will be taken on a step-by-step journey through a school, just as if you were on site. You will receive the same variety of instruction from McLean and his instructors that you would get at the school. And you will receive the same instruction in the specialized schools that you would get if you attended them.

The beauty of it is that you can learn at your own convenience at your home course, in your back yard, or in your living room. You can take your time in studying the text, the instructional drawings, and the photographs. And you can visit the school every day for as long as you like.

When you finish the book, you will have a clear vision of what our students have when they leave a Jim McLean Golf School. You will have the tools to improve your swing and your ability to play the game better. There is no one secret to playing golf well, no magic panacea. As with any activity you want to do well, playing good golf requires a measure of devotion, time, and effort. You might call it work, except that golf is a game, and even working at it can be fun. And after you have read and studied this book and applied the lessons contained in it, you will have a gigantic head start in playing this game to your potential.

What and How You Will Learn

Before beginning to read and work on the actual instruction in this book, it’s important for you to understand what golf is and what it isn’t.

Golf is a game in which you use no more than fourteen clubs to send a small ball into a cup at different distances, over all kinds of obstacles, in the fewest number of swings.

Golf is not an accumulation of tips, and the ability to play it well is not based on helter-skelter thoughts that usually have no bearing on each other. Unfortunately, that’s the way a lot of golfers try to find improvement. A tremendous amount of information is out there now through the Internet, the Golf Channel, all the televised instruction shows, the golf magazines, and even tips in newspapers. That’s not to mention the advice from your buddies in your Saturday foursome. Every golfer, you know, is a teacher. And since most amateurs really don’t have any clear concept of the golf swing, most also don’t even know what they are actually doing or trying to do. As a result, they tend to listen to anybody who is walking up and down the range offering advice. None of this bodes very well for somebody trying to improve his or her game. I always say, “Too much information can be worse than no information at all.”

Golf is a game of fundamentals, of basic positions and motions that you must learn before you have a chance to play the game well. These fundamentals essentially apply to your grip, your body motion, and the club, and a wide range of subtopics apply.

It is my job in this book, just as it is in our schools, to make the golf swing—all of the different swings you use in golf—as simple as possible and to make your thoughts and concepts clear. This book can’t make you a great player, but it can teach you to learn to play better golf. It can help you learn the fundamentals of golf and how to maximize the assets you possess. In other words, you may not have the physical skills or body structure of Tiger Woods or Ernie Els or Annika Sorenstam, but you can learn to play as well as your own talent and body will allow.

So always keep in mind that I can’t teach you, and this book can’t teach you, everything it takes to get better. Neither can a session in our schools. Your improvement depends for the most part on you and how hard you’re willing to work to improve. This book provides the guidelines, the knowledge that will help you do that. It’s up to you to put that knowledge to its best purpose. If you’re willing to accept that responsibility, this book will help you become your own best teacher.

The Four Ways to Learn

In my system of teaching, I use a four-pronged process for learning golf, which I believe is the same for any sport. The first step is through verbal communication. Your instructor tells you what to do, or in this case you read the words in the book. The second is through visual demonstration, in this case through the pictures in the book. Or watch the really good players at your club or course. Or go to a PGA Tour or Senior PGA Tour or LPGA tournament and watch how the top players in the world swing. Their swings will vary, but if you look closely, you’ll see that all their fundamentals are basically sound and they end up in startlingly similar positions in the critical area of the swing, the impact zone. This learning modality is a simple matter of “monkey see, monkey do.” Children, for example, often learn best by copying. They don’t need a detailed explanation of what to do. They just see a motion, copy it in their minds, and do it.

The third way to learn is kinesthetic, or feeling what your body is doing throughout the motion you are making or are trying to learn. To me and my instruction staff, this is the most important factor in learning to play golf well. Whether you are stroking a three-foot putt, playing a soft pitch, or hitting a full drive, you must ingrain a feel for the motion you need. Some call it “muscle memory,” although it’s really an image or sensation in the brain that enables you to re-create a swing consistently without having to think about the mechanics involved. That lets you focus on your target and the shot you want to play. To own a swing change you must actually be able to execute the new move. Understanding what to do does not mean you can perform the move. Our instructors must see it. You must feel it a new way and you must actually make the change. Often the instructor will glide the club to help you ingrain the new feel.

And the fourth way is through drills. Drills are great because they isolate small segments of your swing that need improvement. Also, once you learn the drill, you don’t need the teacher. I’m a big believer in drills and I know how much they can help golfers. This book will provide some of the best drills we use on a daily basis at the schools.

Unfortunately, most golfers who have played for any length of time without good instruction have learned the wrong swing. That means that not only do you have to learn a new swing, you first have to unlearn the old one. At a very high level, Tom Kite is a classic example. Tom grew up with a back-swing that he took too far to the inside and then too far inside to outside on the forward swing. The result was a low, swinging hook that ran a long way and worked well on Texas hardpan. But as soon as Tom played in his first professional tournament at Westchester Country Club, an old-line course in New York, he realized that his method was not going to work on the PGA Tour, where courses often require high shots into elevated greens. So he began working with Bob Toski on changing his swing to get that higher ball flight. That violates the old theory that says, “If you don’t have it when you come out here, you’re not going to find it here.” Probably only someone with Kite’s determination could have pulled it off.

That was in 1972, and as far as I know, Kite is still working on swing changes. I worked a lot with Tom over the last several years, especially in 1992, 1993, and 1994. In 1992 he won the U.S. Open with a swing in which he felt he was taking the club back straight to the outside, virtually lifting or elevating the clubhead vertically. Then he swung down feeling like he was trying to hit his left leg on his follow-through. The question is, did his swing really look like that? Of course not. The point is, that was the feel he was trying to ingrain to get further away from that early, flat, inside-out swing. That’s why change is so difficult. You often have to exaggerate a motion, or feel that you are exaggerating it, to do it correctly. To move an inch, you might have to feel like you are going a mile. As Ken Venturi, the former U.S. Open champion and renowned golf analyst for CBS television, always told me, “When you make a change, it will most likely feel bad. That’s good! If it feels good, you probably haven’t changed a thing.”

We make changes and we learn the golf swing in different ways, although often a drill works best. Remember, a drill is effective because it isolates a small area in your swing. This book is loaded with drills that will help both your full swing and your short game, and I encourage you to use them. It’s easy to go to the practice tee and just beat balls, but that’s usually counterproductive. More often than not, you’re just ingraining bad habits. Working with drills may not seem to be as much fun, but believe me, you’ll develop a better golf swing much more quickly. That’s when you’ll really start to have fun.

A System for the Individual Golfer

Our philosophy, in our schools and in this book, is that we don’t teach a strict method. However, I do have a system and a strict method of how we teach. My system is unique in that I leave a lot of room for individual differences and allow my teachers to use all their creativity. We don’t believe, as some other schools and instructors do, that everybody is going to fit into the same golf swing. Everybody is built differently, so there are a lot of different ways to make a golf swing and play golf and do it well. But we keep in mind basic fundamentals: body motion and club action. In our teaching method, you can do it your own way as long as you stay within the parameters or limits where we find good players who have been able to do it very well. I call those parameters the “corridors of success.” This is a huge part of our teaching success. Once outside those corridors, virtually nobody in the history of the game has succeeded. I recommend an immediate change for super-poor body positioning or an off-plane downswing.

In that sense, then, we do have a system of teaching, and you could fairly classify me as a system teacher. I worked a lot with Ken Venturi over the years, and probably the most important thing I learned from him was consistency. In other words, if you go to one of our teachers, you’re going to get the same fundamentals, the same concepts, year in and year out. I believe our system offers the most solid foundation there is. It is based on fundamentals, yet we allow those individual corridors to success. The way we break down and analyze the swing is different from the way most instructors do it. We look for specific things. We look at fundamental positioning of the body and fundamental positioning of the club. We also look for the “death moves,” actions or positions that are so far outside the corridors that they will cause you to hit poor shots forever. These are the faults we change right away in our students.

I believe that all top coaches in all other sports have a system. In golf, most of the well-known golf coaches say they don’t. They’re afraid to be called method teachers. Often these same instructors teach specific locations in the golf swing and you have to swing in an exact model action. To me, that is very restrictive teaching. However, having a method or a certain way of teaching does lend clarity to your message. It provides consistency to what you are telling students. Even if it doesn’t fit everybody, the students who come back are going to receive the same message. To me, that’s a whole lot better than having teachers who are in the search mode themselves. One month it’s one concept and the next month another. That’s very confusing and leads to a total loss of confidence in your students. I’ve seen many method teachers become very, very successful and really help people. Restrictive method teachers can’t help the vast majority of golfers, but some golfers can get valuable information.

Jimmy Ballard is definitely a method teacher, and he was extremely popular through the ’70s and early ’80s. He had many top Tour players going to see him, and his schools drew extremely well. He’s still very popular today, and that’s a long span of time. By the way, I learned a lot of great things from Jimmy myself. He had a certain message that many golfers liked. I see that same thing in Ken Venturi, who has a certain idea of how the golf swing should be made, or Jackie Burke, Bob Toski, or the late Gardner Dickinson and Claude Harmon.

I’ve seen a lot of other teachers who changed their messages every few years or maybe more. I’m always worried about going to a teacher who tells you one thing one year, and when you go back the next year he says, “Oh, you know what, we’re not doing that anymore. Now we’re doing something else.” That’s terrible instruction.

I’ve come up with a system that leaves room for individuality, and I’m very comfortable with it. I’ve taught it since 1985. We don’t change. Our schools operate in a consistent pattern, but within the parameters I’ve outlined we judge each individual separately and give him or her the help that best fits and is most likely to lead to improvement. That’s the way I’d encourage you to study this book. I’ve tried to make it easy for you to search out the information that will best help you with your individual problems.

That said, there are a number of things we recommend and teach that will help everybody at any level, from the beginner to the Tour player. The first is a series of stretching drills that are specific to golf and will prepare your body for practice or play. Jason Jenkins, who is a Master Instructor on our staff, is also a kinesiologist and has helped devise some nice warm-up exercises.

Another is something that we pioneered in the ’80s, when I first started doing schools. We began having our students do body drills without a club, folding their arms across their chests and coiling and uncoiling to increase their awareness of what the body should be doing in the swing. To my knowledge, that wasn’t being done anywhere else at the time.

Setup, which is the way you stand to the ball, and alignment, which is how you aim the club and your body before the shot, are pretty much standard for every good player. There may be some variations to accommodate differences in body structure and shot tendencies—whether you want to fade the ball from left to right or draw it from right to left—but every good shot stems from a setup and an alignment that are basically the same, no matter what your particular swing might be. I call this the “universal fundamental”—setup, because even most teachers could agree on a proper setup.

The correct grip pressure is critical to a smooth and effective swing. I’ll discuss this in detail later in the book. So is a relative absence of tension in the body at address and throughout the swing. Usually these two factors are interrelated, and they apply to all players, no matter their individual swing tendencies.

All of these factors are dealt with in the pages that follow.

The 25 Percent Theory

The cornerstone and centerpiece of our schools and this book, and a unique part of the Jim McLean system, is the 25 percent theory. As I worked during the winter of 1976—77 with Ken Venturi and went through the Tour Qualifying School (missing in the finals at Pinehurst), I began to look at golf in a different way, mainly in trying to identify how I missed qualifying. It seemed to me that the game could be divided into four key and equal parts, which are

•   the long game

•   the short game

•   the course management game

•   the mental/emotional game.

To my way of thinking, the management game and the mental game were just as important as the long game and the short game, once a player was reasonably proficient in those physical areas.

At that time I had been teaching for six months at Westchester Country Club in Rye, New York, a suburb of New York City. In the offseason I was playing the Florida winter tour and minitour events. Being a part-time teacher and part-time player gave me an excellent opportunity to test the theory I was developing.

I knew that for an advanced tournament player, the mental game was by far the most important element of the four. I knew from teaching that hitting the golf ball was the most important aspect of golf for the beginner. We all know that the short game lowers our scores more than anything else. And I had seen during my lifetime in golf that some players managed the golf course and their personal strengths and weaknesses much better than others. Often a less gifted player can shoot low scores by being mentally tough, mentally alert, and making no management mistakes.

Further exploration—talking with other professionals and examining how I really helped my students improve—validated the theory, and this concept became the centerpiece of my teaching system.

I’m sure I was the first teacher to talk about this and document it in books. In the early ’80s I began speaking on teaching in the metropolitan PGA section and later began to do so nationally. I usually led off my remarks with the 25 percent theory, and I received a very positive response.

To a professional audience, I explained the theory this way. Take any two areas at which you want to be great. Which would you choose? Would that make you a tour player? Then I would argue that two was not enough. If you were not very good at any two of these areas, you couldn’t play tournament golf.

For example, let’s say you were a terrific ball-striker on the range and a great putter on the practice green. But if you had a bad mental game—you got very nervous and couldn’t focus on the course—and a poor management game—you played low-percentage shots, didn’t have a preshot routine, and didn’t visualize or plan your shots—you had no chance to make it on the Tour. You just couldn’t shoot low enough scores.

To be a Tour-caliber player, you need to be very good in at least three out of four of these areas. The great players are great in all four areas.

The long game, of course, encompasses your ball-striking, the full swing. This is the area in which most golfers spend most of their time and where they want to take instruction. They believe that if they can build a perfect golf swing, they can play perfect golf. This is folly. Nobody has ever done that, and even if you could, you still have the three other areas of golf to master. The long game is critically important, of course, and also the most fun to work at, but I encourage you to look carefully at the other three parts of the game.

We define the short game area as from 75 yards in for mid-and high handicappers, and from 100 yards in for better players. This includes putting, chipping, pitching, bunker play, and getting it up and down from trouble within that range. Since the best players in the game don’t even hit 70 percent of the greens in regulation, you can see how important the short game is. If it’s possible for you, the golf course is a great place to practice your short game.

The management game is simply having the knowledge and the discipline to manage yourself. That means preparing yourself in every way possible in order to reach your goals. This might include a fitness program, better diet, and perhaps just slowing down getting to the golf course. It also means managing your game around the course, to avoid trouble and take the safe route, to avoid unwise gambles unless the circumstances of your match or the tournament absolutely force you to take them, to focus on hitting the green rather than firing at dangerous hole locations, to use a preshot routine effectively. In other words, to play golf intelligently rather than foolishly.

The mental/emotional game and how you handle it determines your ability to take your range game to the golf course. Developing firm control of your mind and your emotions helps you play within yourself, frees your mind of extraneous thoughts and doubts, lets you concentrate on playing the game, and helps you perform more consistently to the level of your talent, especially in pressure situations.

Improvement in these last two areas, by the way, might reduce your scores more than any improvement you can make in the physical areas.

All four areas are covered thoroughly in our schools and in this book. This book gives you help in strengthening the areas in which you are weak. It will help you improve your swing and your ball-striking, and it will help you take that range swing onto the golf course and make it work there as well.

In every single lesson we give, our instructors must first listen and watch as you swing and describe your game. We must take in a lot of information quickly and size you up carefully. What part of your game is lacking? Of the four main areas of golf, where should we start? Many times it is not the long game, as most people would expect. Yet in a golf school, we get to cover important aspects of all four parts. I call that total game teaching.

Three Steps to Improvement

The Jim McLean system we use in our schools really boils down to a pretty simple three-step plan I’ve developed for getting better. Every instructor goes through this simple process with every student as we make necessary changes. Those steps are (1) What am I doing now? Today, on this date, what exactly am I doing? Not what I hope I’m doing, not what I think I’m doing, not what I was doing last year, but what I’m actually doing at the moment. (2) What should I do instead? If a Supreme Being appeared and granted me any golf swing I wanted, could I demonstrate it or even explain it? Probably not. Even if I knew my flaws, what should I do to correct the flaws I have and improve to the point where I have a swing that works effectively? (3) Finally, how do I make the change? Here is where our instructors and this book come in. In it are the concepts that will help you make the necessary changes.

Of course, that requires a very clear understanding of your golf swing and your areas of strength and weakness. Most amateurs don’t have that understanding, simply because they’ve never taken time to analyze carefully what they do right or wrong, or because they don’t know what in the swing causes good or bad results. Ideally, use a good camcorder and a VCR so you can tape your swing, and use the information in this book to critique it. Remember, there are three other areas of the game for your self-critique as well. In our schools, we use sophisticated video and a proprietary computer system to determine your swing faults. You can’t take advantage of that, but you can take your own video and compare it to the positions you see in the photographs in this book. And you definitely should sit down for an hour or so and honestly assess how you play golf. Ask yourself some hard questions, and be brutally honest with the answers. Here’s a sample list from our school questionnaire:

 

• What is your best score in the last year?

• What is your best score ever?

• What is your current handicap?

• What is the lowest your handicap has ever been?

• How often do you play?

• Do you warm up and hit practice balls before you play?

• How often do you practice?

• What is the average length of your practice sessions?

• What percentage of your practice time is given to the long game and to the short game?

• Are you a good driver? How many fairways do you hit per round? How far do you carry your tee shots with a driver? What is your average driving distance, carry and roll, under normal circumstances? (Be honest with this one, because it’s critical. If you’re not sure, go out on a fairway late some evening, hit several balls, and step them off.) Do you hit the ball high (too high?) or low (too low?)?

• Have you always been a good driver—or a bad driver?

• What type of driver do you use? Is the loft and the weighting correct for your typical ball flight?

• What are your normal shot tendencies? Do you fade the ball slightly from left to right? Do you slice it badly? Do you push the ball to the right? Do you draw the ball slightly from right to left? Do you hook it? Do you pull it to the left? Is your normal shot a combination of any of these? What is your bad-shot tendency?

• How is your iron play? How many greens do you hit in regulation each round? If that number is low, is it because bad driving leaves you in a poor position, or is it because of poor iron shots?

• How good or bad is your short game from off the green? From a reasonable distance around the green, how many times do you get up and down in two, out of how many chances, during the course of a round? Do you have trouble pitching the ball? Are your chip shots finishing too far from the hole? What percentage of your bunker shots do you get out and on the green on the first try? What percentage of the time do you get up and down in two? What is your biggest problem in the bunker, skulling it over the green or hitting the shot fat and leaving it in the sand?

• How good a putter are you really? How many three-putts do you average each round? Do your long putts tend to wind up long or short? What percentage of your three- and four-foot putts do you make? Do you tend to miss your putts to the right or to the left? Do you have trouble reading greens—are you often surprised when the putt breaks less or more than you anticipated?

• How good is your course management? In retrospect, how many strokes do you waste with ill-advised shot selections? How many strokes do you waste by taking low-percentage gambles instead of playing the high-percentage safe shot? How many times a round do you play a shot that you haven’t practiced or are not particularly skilled at, rather than a safer shot that you know you can make and that will put you in a decent position for your next shot?

• How does your on-course ball-striking compare with that on the practice tee?

• Are you able to relax on the golf course, or are you extremely nervous?

• What techniques do you use to relax?

• Do you visualize your shots?
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