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PREFACE:

Golf Is a Game of Hope

If you go to a public or private golf course anywhere in America, chances are you will find the vast majority of golfers in the same states. Some will be in a state of confusion. Others will be in states of embarrassment, frustration, or despair. Precious few will be in states of joy or rapture. Golf is a game of hope. We all want to play better than we did the last time out, even if we haven’t practiced since. Most of all, golf is a game that’s supposed to be fun. But the nation’s links are teeming with hookers and slicers muttering all sorts of four-letter words other than golf and hope. And judging by the expressions on many of their faces, they aren’t having a whole lot of fun at it.

Ironically, average golfers are even more likely to be discombobulated if they are taking or have taken golf lessons, especially if they have sought help from more than one instructor. America’s teaching professionals often seem to be operating on entirely different wavelengths, offering diametrically opposite advice. Pro number one tells you to control the golf swing with your hands and arms, and let your body respond. Pro number two tells you to control the golf swing with your body, and let your hands and arms respond. Pro number three says you should stroke your putts on a line path straight back and straight through with a pendulum motion. Pro number four insists you should stroke your putts on a semicircular arc path like a swinging gate.

The hope of playing better, meanwhile, remains nothing more than a pipe dream. During the past two decades, we have witnessed the introduction of high-tech equipment ranging from titanium-headed drivers to solid-core balls that offer both more distance and more control. These innovations have no doubt benefited already proficient golfers. On the PGA Tour, average driving distances have increased more than ten yards in the last ten years, and long-standing tournament scoring records are being broken with increasing frequency. But according to United States Golf Association statistics, the average handicaps of male and female amateur golfers have not declined by a single stroke in thirty years, a fact apologists for the golf instruction establishment try to explain away by pointing out that the total population of golfers has grown threefold and that architects have been making golf courses more difficult and more penal.

No wonder the current golf boom is teetering on the brink of a bust. Between 1970 and 1990, the number of people playing golf in the United States more than tripled from 8 million to an all-time peak of 27.8 million, according to the National Golf Foundation. But over the past decade, even as estimates of potential participation or “latent demand” have zoomed toward the 50 million mark, actual participation has declined by 4 percent to a current level of about 26.4 million. While the phenomenal exploits of Tiger Woods have driven up television ratings for PGA Tour golf, they have not staunched an ongoing attrition in the number of people playing the game. In 1999, an estimated 3 million people took up golf for the first time, but roughly 3 million others quit.

According to a recent Wall Street Journal report, most people who quit golf cite at least one of four principal reasons. First, golf is expensive, particularly compared to recreational sports such as tennis, bowling, or swimming. Second, golf is time-consuming. It typically takes four and a half hours, and often over five hours, to complete a round at most publicly accessible courses during peak months. Third, golf is intimidating. Even veteran PGA Tour pros confide that they feel nauseous prior to competing in an important tournament. And finally, golf is difficult to play well with any measure of consistency, as pro basketball star Michael Jordan, one of the world’s greatest athletes, will readily attest.

It is my belief that most of the blame for the problems presently stunting the growth of golf lies not with the people who are trying to learn the game but with the people who are teaching it, including the vast majority of professional golf instructors and the golf media who publish and broadcast instructional information. Let me hasten to add that I count myself among the guilty parties.

My inspiration and qualifications for writing this book stem from the fact that I am a kind of missing link between teaching pros and their pupils, the golf media and the average player. I am both a dispenser and a consumer of golf instruction, a golf writer who has also been a touring pro, a teaching pro, and an inveterate duffer. I know what it is like to try to learn golf from scratch, what it is like to quit the game, and what it is like to try to relearn the game after an extended layoff, because I have done all three.

I first started playing golf in Texas at age ten and competed in junior, high school, collegiate, and amateur golf tournaments against future PGA Tour stars such as Ben Crenshaw and Bruce Lietzke. At the age of nineteen I quit the golf team at Harvard, sold my clubs, and embarked on a career as a journalist and author of books about subjects other than golf. After a twenty-five-year hiatus from the game, I launched a golfing comeback, which I chronicled in my 1997 book Chasing the Dream: A Midlife Quest for Fame and Fortune on the Pro Golf Circuit.

In the course of researching Chasing the Dream, I competed on professional mini-tours, experienced the trauma of failing to make the cut in the first stage of PGA Tour Qualifying School, and won a pro tournament on the 40+ Tour of Florida. I subsequently passed the Playing Ability Test prerequisite for membership in the PGA of America, the organization that certifies most of the nation’s club pros and teaching pros, and became a contributor to leading golf publications. I am presently editor at large of the magazine Travel & Leisure Golf, for which I write a regular column on golf instruction.

My research for this book has taken me down a road not traveled by the average golfer or golf writer, or by the average touring pro or teaching pro, for that matter. Over a twenty-four-month period, I took lessons from twenty-one of the nation’s leading golf instructors. My list of mentors includes all of the top ten teaching pros in America, as selected in a poll of their peers conducted by Golf Digest in 2000. In order of ranking, they are: David Leadbetter, Butch Harmon, Jim McLean, Hank Haney, Rick Smith, Jim Flick, Dave Pelz, Chuck Cook, Bob Toski, and Jimmy Ballard.

I have also been tutored by Mike Adams, Dick Harmon, Michael Hebron, Darrell Kestner, David Lee, Paul Marchand, Randy Smith, and Mitchell Spearman, all of whom are on Golf Magazine’s list of top one hundred teaching pros, as well as by such up-and-coming instructors as Bruce Davidson, Eben Dennis, and Eden Foster. And I have reviewed the instructional advice I received as a junior golfer from the late Harvey Penick and the distinguished Texas teaching pro Jackson Bradley, the man who taught me to play golf starting at age ten.

In a metaphorical sense, I have also made a return trip to Harvard by simultaneously studying the sports psychology and sociology of golf. It so happens that psychology and sociology were my college majors, so I consider myself one of the rare individuals who’s actually gotten some practical use from a liberal arts degree. My academic training has helped me apply the insights of experts on individual and group behavior, such as the Harvard psychology professor Robert F. Bales, and to gain a better understanding of the approaches of sports psychologists Dr. Rick Jensen, Dr. Phil Lee, and Dr. Bob Rotella, with whom I consulted in researching this book.

I know of no one else who has run such a comprehensive instructional gauntlet, with the possible exception of Peter Kessler. As host of Academy Live on the Golf Channel, Kessler played ringmaster to a circus parade of instructors that includes most, if not all, of the teaching pros listed above. In his case, the results have been rather counterproductive. “I was a three handicap … in 1995,” Kessler noted in a speech at the PGA of America’s 2000 Teaching and Coaching Summit. “I’m now the worst nine that ever lived…. We figured out I’ve only had 39,412tips so far on Academy Live since 1995, almost all of which I can remember just before impact.”

I can certainly empathize with Kessler. I have suffered my share of sorrows from overcoaching, so-called paralysis by analysis. And after taking so many lessons from so many different instructors for the sake of research (something I strongly advise you not to do for the sake of your sanity), I am only now beginning to relocate my own swing. But I also have a new appreciation of the positive effects a master teacher can have when your game goes awry or you fail to achieve your full potential. The most eloquent testimony is the fact that in addition to helping some of the greatest players of all time, including Fred Couples, Ernie Els, Nick Faldo, Lee Janzen, Tom Kite, Davis Love III, Phil Mickelson, Jack Nicklaus, Greg Norman, Nick Price, the late Payne Stewart, Hal Sutton, and Tiger Woods, the top-ranked teaching pros featured in this book have also helped thousands of average golfers. And me.

At the same time, I remain highly critical of the culture of contemporary golf instruction, particularly instruction aimed at the mass market. I am not alone. In his book The Only Golf Lesson You’ll Ever Need, top-ten teaching pro Hank Haney expresses an opinion that is widely shared but seldom publicly uttered by his peers at the peak of the profession. “It pains me to say this, but the average golf instructor in this country isn’t that good,” Haney declares. “Not only that, there isn’t much difference in the way most teachers teach. Until you get to the top instructors, that is. Then there’s a huge difference. Which is why they are the best; they stand out from the crowd. But there isn’t much[difference] between very good and poor [teachers].”

To put it politely, the current state of golf instruction is in a state of confusion not unlike that which befuddles average golfers. There are more than 25,000 members and apprentices of the PGA of America, and you can be sure that 25,000 members and apprentices of any organization cannot be of equal competence and talent. In recent years, the PGA has instituted its Playing Ability Test, a fairly rigorous Golf Professional Training Program, and an advanced specialty certification program in teaching, which all promise to improve the quality and qualifications of its membership. But even the most acclaimed PGA teaching pros do not share a common philosophy, and few offer an historical or methodological overview of golf instruction for their pupils. The confusion is only compounded by the fact that the majority of golf instructors speak of “the” golf swing or “the” putting stroke in monolithic terms, as if there were only one way to swing a club or stroke a putt.

The golf media, meanwhile, disseminate instructional material in tip-of-the-month-club fashion. One month, the vogue is to hold the golf club with a “strong” left-hand grip to cure your slice. The next month, the vogue is to hold the club with a relatively “weak” left-hand grip in the interests of greater control and accuracy. It is not uncommon to find one article in a leading magazine that advocates using your legs and hips to generate power, and another article in the very same magazine that claims quick hands and “quiet” legs are the real keys to generating power. Perhaps the only constant is the continuing barrage of advice, for if the instructional magazines and television shows were ever to run out of new tips, they would effectively go out of business.

In fairness, consumers of golf instruction must share some of the responsibility for promoting the tip-of-the-month mentality in the golf media and among teaching pros. Being human, many golfers are impatient to improve their games by the fastest and easiest means possible. One such means is “buying” improvement in the form of the latest high-tech equipment. Another is demanding short-term fixes for their swing flaws rather than long-term solutions, Band-Aids rather than lasting cures. Golf instructors and the golf media respond by providing what the market and the golfing masses seem to demand. Michael Hebron, a top-ranked teaching pro who has coached the likes of former U.S. Open champion Jerry Pate and former Masters champion Ian Woosnam, believes that this vicious cycle is at the root of the problems that plague golf instruction.

“Coaches in other sports are more mentors than gurus with secrets,” Hebron observed in an interview after one of our lessons. “I believe that if the culture of golf instruction were geared less to communication of ‘how-to’ information, people would learn faster. People are always trying to ‘fix’ their slices or ‘fix’ their swings. But they should be trying to develop a body of core knowledge they can use to help themselves learn. They should be looking for an anchor, not a life preserver.”

This book aims to clear up the confusion surrounding golf instruction and the process of learning golf with a straightforward, unbiased presentation of core knowledge in historical context. My goal is not to teach you how to swing a club or how to stroke a putt. Rather, it is to identify and describe the leading methods and the available instructional options, and to provide the information you need to make informed choices so you can learn how to swing a club and how to stroke a putt with the methods and the instructors best suited to you and your own golfing goals.

An argument can be made that nothing is inherently wrong with a golfer seeking short-term fixes or tips. Haney himself points out that no one, not even Tiger Woods, has a “perfect swing.” Every golfer, PGA Tour pros and rank beginners alike, has at least two or more compensations in his swing that critics might describe as flaws in comparison to an abstract ideal of perfection or a computer model. Impatience aside, few golfers are willing or able to spend hundreds of hours on the practice range overhauling their games. As a result, most golf instruction is what teaching pros call “error correction” rather than “swing development.” But even if you are trying to fix compensations, you need to do so within the context of an overall game plan so you don’t fix the wrong compensations and revert to square one again.

If you really want to be successful in learning how to hit the little white ball, it is important to see the big picture. There is no such thing as “the” golf swing or “the” putting stroke. In fact, there are at least three major types of golf swings and three major types of putting strokes, and innumerable permutations, combinations, subtypes, and hybrids of each. Like painting, playing golf is as much art as science. The same goes for teaching golf and learning golf. Along with being products of different time periods, Leonardo da Vinci and Pablo Picasso represented entirely different schools of painting. Similarly, Butch Harmon, the scion of an illustrious American golf family who coaches Tiger Woods, ascribes to an entirely different theory of how to swing a golf club and how to stroke a putt than South African-born master instructor David Leadbetter or short-game guru Dave Pelz.

“Always bear in mind that one swing does not fit all, and that you must build your theories and swing keys around your own needs and requirements,” Leadbetter, who is known as the most method-oriented of the top teaching pros, writes in The Fundamentals of Hogan, his recently published book about the legendary Ben Hogan. “That’s what Hogan did, and it’s what every golfer at his or her own level should do.”

It is also important to bear in mind that golf swings and golf instruction have been transformed by advances in technology and golf club design. During the hickory-shaft and steel-shaft eras, many top players employed a form of the so-called small-muscle swing, which relies on the small muscles of the hands, arms, and knees for power and control. With the introduction of graphite shafts, the modern big-muscle swing, which relies on the big muscles of the torso, and the postmodern mixed-muscle swing have become the rage. All three types of swings have their advantages and disadvantages. But a golfer needs to know the difference, then pick the most suitable method and stick with it under the guidance of an instructor who can teach it effectively. If you’re trying to make big-muscle swings but your pro is a proponent of the small-muscle method, or vice versa, your efforts at improvement will inevitably be doomed before you hit the first ball off the practice range.

The overall organization of the chapters that follow is in keeping with one of the tenets of the teaching philosophy outlined in Harvey Penick’s Little Red Book: Lessons and Teachings from a Lifetime in Golf—to wit, “Golf should be learned starting at the cup and progressing backward toward the tee.” That makes strategic sense given that the goal of the game is getting the ball into the hole. It also makes sense in athletic and cognitive terms. By starting with the shortest of swings, putting strokes, and then advancing to full swings, you can gradually stretch both your muscles and your mind, and get an overview of how the various facets of the game fit together.

Along the way, you will also gain a basic understanding of the major putting, full-swing, and short-game methods, and the philosophies of the leading instructors associated with each of them. Appendix A lists America’s top ten teaching pros and nineteen additional names of distinction; lesson rates, contact information, and a brief biographical profile accompany each listing. Appendices B and C provide lists of questions to ask yourself and your prospective instructor before taking a golf lesson, while appendix D provides offers a few words of advice about equipment and club fitting. “Sources” suggests books that explore particular subject areas in more depth.

Of course, as Penick himself would surely remind us, you can’t “take dead aim” on improving your golf game before you know who is holding the golf club and why. Great instructors don’t teach golf to people, they help people learn golf. That’s where you, the reader, come in. The opening chapter will show you how to help yourself in the learning process by mapping out a plan to improve your game. It offers both diagnostic and prescriptive means to determine what type of golfer you really are, how to set realistic goals for improvement, and what to consider when choosing what type of instructional approach and type of instructor may be right for you.

My hope is that this book will slay, or at least disable, two of the demons that are prompting people to quit golf or refrain from playing golf—the intimidation factor and the difficulty factor. Reducing these factors may also indirectly reduce the expense of golf, and the time the average round of golf consumes. If you can learn to play better, you will save money, if only by virtue of losing fewer golf balls per round. Likewise, you are also likely to play faster; you will spend less time chasing after wayward balls in woods and water hazards, and less time standing over each shot running through a mental checklist of superfluous swing thoughts. Best of all, you are almost certain to have more fun—and that’s what playing the game of golf is really all about.
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1 KNOW YOURSELF:
Making a Plan
to Improve Your Game


All golfers are divided into two types—hookers and slicers.

Sure, just about everyone has hit a golf ball straight at some point. But it doesn’t happen very often. Not even if you’re among the top tour professionals in the world. And especially not if you’re an amateur. Each of us has a tendency to hit the ball in one of two directions, either left or right. That tendency forms the essence of our individual golfing personalities, and it has profound implications for how we should go about improving our golf games.

It’s easy enough to determine whether you’re a hooker or a slicer. All you have to do is watch the prevailing direction in which most of your shots curve. If, as sometimes happens, you tend to hit your iron shots in one direction and your drives in the opposite direction, the curvature of your drives, particularly your bad drives, is definitive. Drivers offer the purest test of prevailing direction because they have less loft than irons, and as a result, impart less of the backspin that helps make balls fly straight.

The odds are almost overwhelming that the prevailing direction of your shots is to the right, which means you’re a sheer. Although there has been no formal statistical survey, veteran golf instructors report that well over 85 percent of their students are chronic banana bailers. True hookers, as opposed to those of us who occasionally pull shots to the left, are a rare breed. But hookers often are or have the potential to be better players than their counterparts because they have demonstrated the ability to release the clubface through impact. As Harvey Penick observed in his Little Red Book, a sheer must learn to hook the ball before he can learn to hit the ball straight. (Note: If you are a left-hander, simply reverse these directional dictums—your hooks curve to the right; your slices curve to the left.)

Hookers and slicers are usually best advised to take opposite tacks in almost everything, including their choice of swing methods, as we’ll see in the chapters ahead. But regardless of whether you hit your shots to the left or to the right, your starting point on the road to playing better golf is the same: if you want to make lasting improvements in your game, you have to begin by mapping out an effective learning program. And the key to that is to know yourself.

Both hookers and slicers have two main instructional approaches from which to choose. One is error correction. As the term implies, error correction focuses on a specific swing flaw or problem that needs fixing right away. The second approach is swing development. Here the focus is on building or overhauling your golf swing from top to bottom. Each approach has its pros and cons. Error correction can often produce immediate, visible improvements in your ball flight, but it is by definition short-term in nature, more of a Band-Aid than a lasting cure. Swing development aims to make lasting improvements, but it can be complex, frustrating, and require considerable time and money.

Which instructional approach—error correction or swing development—is right for you? The answer depends entirely on who you are.

In fields such as science and medicine, the best researchers typically start by asking a series of probing questions about the subject they are researching. That’s a good approach in golf, as well. Unfortunately, it is seldom practiced by the average golfer or the average golf instructor. But several top-ranked teaching pros, among them Mike Adams, Hank Haney, Butch Harmon, David Leadbetter, Jim McLean, Rick Smith, and Mitchell Spearman, endeavor to gather relevant background information on their students, either through formal written questionnaires, informal conversation, and/or on-site observation and exercises.

Here is a composite list of eighteen questions first-rate teaching pros might ask before giving you a lesson. They are also the kind of questions you should ask yourself before taking a lesson.

1 How long have you been playing golf?

2 What is your present handicap?

3 What is the lowest your handicap has been?

4 What is your occupation?

5 How often do you practice and play golf?

6 How much money are you willing to spend on improving your game?

7 How much more time are you willing to spend on improving than you do now?

8 Are you looking to overhaul your golf game or simply to fix a specific fault?

9 What instructors and/or golf schools have you taken lessons from?

10 What are the strengths and weaknesses of your golf game?

11 What is your age?

12 Do you have any physical handicaps or injuries ?

13 What is the state of your overall body flexibility and range of motion?

14 Do you have long, short, or average-length arms relative to your torso?

15 Do you tend to hit most shots to the left or to the right?

16 Do you stroke putts straight back and straight through or on an arc?

17 Do you consider yourself a “technical” player or a “feel” player?

18 What long-term and short-term goals have you set for your golf game?

As you can see, these eighteen questions cover more than half a dozen general topic areas pertaining to your golf game and lifestyle. Among them are your frequency of play, playing ability, formal training, learning style, economic status, age and physical condition, and personal aspirations. All of these considerations are interrelated, and each can have a significant influence on the type of instructors and the type of swing methods best suited to you. But when it comes to choosing between the two main instructional approaches—error correction and swing development—your frequency of play, your playing ability, and your personal aspirations rank highest on the scale of influence. After examining their influence in more detail, I’ll show you how to cross tabulate these factors to identify your personal golf instruction profile.

Frequency of Play

Let’s start with your frequency of play, arguably the most important variable in the equation of your golf improvement formula. It is also a variable over which you can exercise a fair amount of personal control. Granted, there may be all manner of extenuating circumstances in your life that limit the number of rounds you can play in any given year. Unless you’re a professional golfer, you probably have a nongolf day job. You may have family responsibilities and time constraints. You may live in a cold-climate area where golf courses are closed for several months of the year. Your access to nearby courses may be limited by membership restrictions, financial constraints, even overcrowding.

But at least in theory, your frequency of play is something you can increase if you are determined to do so. Ditto your frequency of practice. You can move from a cold-climate area to a warm-climate area where golf is played year-round, or migrate south in the winter. You can seek out publicly accessible golf courses that have modest green fees and fight the attendant overcrowding, or you can invest your life savings in a membership at a private club where there is relatively little daily play. At the end of the day, it becomes a matter of individual choice, albeit a potentially costly and disruptive one, inextricably related to your personal aspirations and your desire to improve.
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